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ABSTRACT

Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood, “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter 

First” deconstruct the hierarchical opposites able-bodied/disabled by revealing 

interdependence and similarity between the two terms. O’Connor’s texts question the 

nature of disability and ability by looking at ways that the disabled experience freedom 

and confinement. O’Connor undercuts the positive connotations of freedom by 

suggesting that a character needs to experience confinement in order to fully experience 

freedom. The reversal occurs because of two reasons: first, O’Connor’s world is crafted 

anagogically, which means the characters and actions of each story have physical and 

spiritual significance, and second, her world is guided by a religious paradox that 

suggests a character is spiritually enabled by what he is unable to do, or that God’s 

“ability”—his omnipotence—supplements a character’s inability.



iv

Table of Contents

Signature Page i

Title Page ii

Abstract iii

Table of Contents iv

Acknowledgements v

Introduction 1

Chapter One: “The Blind Will Lead the Blind” and “The 

Lame’ll Carry Off the Prey”: Dependence and Similarity 

in the Able-bodied and Disabled” 12

Chapter Two: The Physical and Spiritual Experience of 

Freedom and Confinement 43

Conclusion 72

Works Cited 83



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My interest in using deconstruction to analyze the work of Flannery O’Connor originated 

in a class on methods and criticism with Dr. Susan Blalock. I also have Dr. Ann Fox, an 

English professor from my undergraduate years at Davidson, to thank for the introduction 

to disability criticism in her class Disability and Literature. Although I first used 

Derrida’s essays on the sign, signifier, and signified to look at O’Connor’s “Everything 

That Rises Must Converge,” Dr. Blalock’s, and then my advisor Dr. Eric Heyne’s, insight 

and enthusiasm encouraged me to further pursue O’Connor’s “deconstructive” 

tendencies. I could not have asked for a better environment for writing a thesis than 

UAF’s English department. Conversations with Dr. Mark Box, Frank Soos, and 

especially my committee members Dr. Eric Heyne, Dr. Roy Bird, and Dr. Lillian Corti, 

have provided immeasurable inspiration and support. Roy and Lillian—thank you for the 

discussions and for truly caring about this project. Eric—thank you for answering every 

big and little question, for your direction, for giving me enough suggestions to know what 

I haven’t said and enough time to know what I need to say. And then there is the one who 

slept with the lights on while I typed until 2:00a.m., who picked up a bottle of sparkling 

apple cider, a box of Chinese take-out, and a romantic comedy for every chapter I 

finished, who knew exactly when to say “keep going” and when to say “time to sleep,” 

who is everything a stressed out perfectionist needs—-my husband Aaron, thank you for 

all the times you listen and make me laugh.

V



INTRODUCTION

The cultural and literary study of disability reveals that the perfect, able body is 

an epistemological construct, rather than a biological absolute. According to Sharon 

Snyder, there is a “dependence of epistemological operations and (heroic traditions) on 

disabled bodies: the able body cannot solidify its own abilities in the absence of the 

binary Other” (“Re-engaging the Body” 368). Snyder and other disability scholars use a 

language reminiscent of deconstruction to reveal how the image of the disabled body has 

been manipulated and controlled in cultural and literary contexts. In these contexts, 

disability often represents deviance—an Other that threatens to destabilize the construct 

of the normal. The study of disability examines the cultural boundaries that establish a 

mainstream as well as the physical and mental types that can penetrate and become part 

of the mainstream. It looks at what and who is normal. Scholars David Mitchell and 

Sharon Snyder provide the term “narrative prosthesis” in order to explain how the 

disabled body is labeled and typified as Other. They claim that some works of literature 

depict the disfigured or disabled body as nature’s error or as something that needs to be 

fixed. Depictions that cast the disabled as a malfunction promote a concept of normal that 

resonates beyond the boundaries of the text and affects the perception of disability in 

reality. The definition of a physical or mental norm depends on the depiction of 

disability as Other. The definition of normal does not exist absolutely but only in 

contrast to the definition of abnormal or, in some cases, the definition of disabled.
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In addition to establishing the disabled body as a theoretical construct, some 

scholars study how the portrayal of disability in the media perpetuates a voyeurism that 

keeps the disabled controlled and interpreted through the eye of the beholder.

1 Many works of literature reinforce a culture of voyeurism by presenting 

disabled characters that function metaphorically. The use of disability as a hideous or 

pitiable metaphor begs for the stare and the interpretation from the reader. It suggests 

that the reader has the authority to explain or interpret how disability works for or against 

humanity rather than how it is a part of humanity. David Mitchell examines the 

relationship between disability and alienation in literature:

My central thesis here centers not simply on the fact that people with 

disabilities have been the objects of representational treatments but also on 

the fact that their presence in literary narrative is primarily twofold: 

disability pervades literary narrative, first, as a stock feature of 

characterization and, second, as an opportunistic metaphoric device. (17) 

Using disability as a metaphor for bitterness, anger, weakness, or any single, immutable 

personality trait often vilifies or sentimentalizes a disabled character. Many works of 

canonical literature, such as Shakespeare’s Richard III and Melville’s Mobv-Dick, 

perpetuate the idea of the disabled body as the dangerous and threatening Other. Other 

works, such as Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, sentimentalize disability. In either instance, 

disability is used as a literary device to provoke a prescribed response—fear, loathing, or 

pity.
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Disability studies would posit that the metaphorical treatment of disability 

controls the reality of disability. When a disability consistently is asked to function as a 

metaphor for pain or paralysis, the reality of the disability embodies this metaphoric 

quality. Blindness ceases to be just a lack of sight; it becomes a symbol of wisdom or 

weakness. When disability functions only as a symbol, the mutability of a disabled 

person is limited. Whenever a person’s features—color, gender, sexual preference, 

disability—are infused with symbolic meaning, the person is limited because she is not 

allowed to determine the meaning of her actions. The symbolic quality forced onto a 

disability inhibits the disabled for reasons that Snyder explains:

Disability represents a deep-seated, yet uninterrogated, cultural conflict. If 

the able body proves a utopian fiction of abstract bodily norms, disabled 

bodies occupy the phantasmic recesses of the cultural imaginary. The 

different body is more than a site for public scapegoating—cognitive and 

physical aberrances act as reminders of Others in our midst who challenge 

beliefs in a homogenous bodily order. (377)

Because disability often represents difference or deviance, it is forced to have symbolic 

meaning so that its effects can be understood in predictable and definitive terms. 

Inevitably, these predictable, definitive terms also define what is not different, not 

deviant. Defining disability as an Other simultaneously defines the able-bodied as 

normative. Those who study patterns of disability in literature recognize the structure of 

binary opposites at work and look for ways in which a piece of writing either sustains or 

diminishes the dichotomy of disabled and able-bodied.
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The study of the binaries that perpetuate disability’s limiting classification as 

Other derives subversive power from the language of deconstruction. Recognizing the 

existence and operation of hierarchical opposites in literature, deconstruction broadens an 

understanding of such oppositions as better and worse, more and less, normative and 

Other. Deconstruction questions the thought process that promotes the higher, better, or 

more able concept in a pair of hierarchical opposites. The questioning of the relationship 

between the normative and the Other reveals a dependency that reverses the hierarchy. 

The normative depends on the Other for its definition and sustainability. The normative 

is what it is because of what it cannot be; it depends on the meaning of its opposite for its 

own meaning. Typically, an Other is classified as such because it appears to deviate from 

the norm. The discussion of hierarchical opposites acknowledges that the Other does not 

deviate from the norm any more than the norm deviates from the Other. They are both 

what they are because of difference.

Like disability studies, “deconstruction clarifies and verbalizes some important, 

but often unnoticed assumptions” (Butler 6). Assumptions that affect how people interact 

politically, socially, and religiously are challenged through the recognition of hierarchical 

opposites. In a pair of linked concepts, one idea is often considered the stronger, superior, 

or more original of the two ideas. Deconstruction argues that in a pair of hierarchical 

“opposites” the word or idea that is “higher” in the hierarchy is only what it is because of 

negation. Because it cannot exist without what it negates, the supposedly superior 

concept is dependent on the lesser. Deconstruction recognizes instability in the way 

references are used to signify status, preference, or importance. Because “acts of
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signification always depend on difference,” signification is never stable (Culler 96). 

Definition and signification are not absolute but are located in the difference and 

deference to the opposite in question. Within the frame of hierarchical opposites, certain 

stigmatic terms associated with disability can be subverted in a reversal of the hierarchy. 

Deconstruction’s structure of hierarchical opposites not only recognizes the existence of 

mutable binaries but also reveals how these binaries can be reversed and their values 

displaced.

By revealing that the reference able-bodied/disabled is the product of a “binary 

difference that is . . .  an illusion created by the workings of differences,” the structure of 

hierarchical opposites acts as the ideal medium for uncovering and reclaiming stigmas 

that live on false pretension and unstable assumptions (Culler 241). Deconstruction’s 

recognition of hierarchical opposites can reverse the hierarchy by revealing dependence; 

it can also reverse such hierarchies by revealing similarity. Terms like “able-bodied” and 

“normal” are undermined by their interdependence on the terms “disabled” and “Other” 

for meaning, and they are also undermined by their similarity to the terms they purport to 

oppose. Jonathon Culler describes a reversal based on shared meaning by using the 

classic binary presence/absence: “A deconstruction would involve the demonstration that 

for presence to function as it is said to, it must have the qualities that supposedly belong 

to its opposite, absence” (95). An analysis of the way hierarchical opposites operate in a 

work of literature would look at the way binaries depend on and relate to each other. An 

analysis of the binaries able-bodied and disabled would look at the way the able-bodied 

characters use and depend on the disabled characters in order to maintain their status as
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normal. It would also look at the way the author enables the disabled characters and 

disables the able-bodied. An author who physically, emotionally, or spiritually disables 

the able-bodied reveals the instability of the hierarchy.

Flannery O’Connor is such an author. Derrida’s explanation that “to deconstruct 

the opposition is above all, at a particular moment, to reverse the hierarchy” (Culler 85) is 

applicable to the use of disability in Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood, “Good Country 

People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First.” In each story, disability functions as an 

enabling device that aligns the disabled with the story’s spiritual vision. In Wise Blood. 

“Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First,” Flannery O’Connor reverses 

such hierarchical opposites as able and disabled by presenting characters that experience 

grace because of their disability. Some critics suppose that Hazel Motes’s blindness, 

Hulga’s wooden leg, and Rufus Johnson’s crippled foot are “seeds of shame” (Giannone 

63). This reading suggests that the disability is an emotional and physical burden to 

suffer through and overcome. Describing disability as a burden to be surmounted ignores 

one of the most important themes in O’Connor’s work: suffering is valuable and 

necessary. Grace is not experienced after the suffering; it is experienced in the suffering. 

Because these characters live in a world guided and controlled by religious paradox, their 

disabilities enable them to eventually find life in death, joy in suffering, and salvation in 

surrender.

Jonathan Culler says in On Deconstruction that deconstruction gives “pride of 

place to what had been thought marginal” (161). O’Connor gives a pride of place to her 

disabled characters so that when Hazel Motes’s landlady says of Haze’s blindness, “Well,
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it’s just not normal,” she unknowingly describes his saving attribute. As O’Connor 

questions the meaning of “able,” she answers disability studies’s call for characters that 

are both disabled and “mutable, temporal, ‘first person’ organisms” (Snyder 382). When 

critic Susan Castillo says “it is dangerous to feel pity for an O’Connor character because 

the author uses it to trap the reader into a sentimental empathy based on condescension,” 

she affirms that O’Connor refuses to typecast her disabled characters (181). O’Connor 

arrests the stare of the reader and rebukes the tendency to use a physical attribute as a 

synecdoche for character. Hazel, Hulga, and Rufus make decisions that demand 

unpredictable responses. They may provoke pity, but they will also provoke disgust. 

O’Connor does not want her reader to feel sorry for Haze when he blinds himself or for 

Rufus because he has a clubfoot. Using vibrant, complex, and physically aberrant 

characters to serve as prophets and saints, O’Connor challenges the structure of opposites 

that has typically categorized the disabled as less human.

Haze, Hulga, and Johnson defy expectations within a context ordered by religious 

meaning rather than secular, political, or social meaning. Nor does O’Connor attempt to 

provide a universal approach to disability. Her estimation of the able-bodied and the 

disabled is context specific. The deviations and disfigurations of O’Connor’s characters 

operate on an axis structured by religious meaning. Fortunate and unfortunate, good and 

bad, right and wrong are determined through proper alignment with certain religious 

requirements, namely, a willingness to experience grace. In her letters, O’Connor 

emphasizes that “for me the visible universe is a reflection of the invisible universe,” so 

to comment on the religious able body is the most important comment she can make
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(Habit of Being 128). The general study of disability understandably is interested in the 

political and social use or abuse of the disabled body. Because O’Connor views the world 

with anagogical vision, her stories challenge the definitions of normative and Other as the 

definitions apply to a world where success and failure are measured spiritually, not 

politically or socially. Thus, disability scholars and O’Connor may seek to revisit the 

definition of disabled for the purpose of changing two different worlds, but the process 

and desire behind the revisions are the same. Using a religious context, O’Connor, like 

disability scholars, questions the assumption that the “‘normal’ body provide[s] the 

baseline for determinations of desirability and human value” (Snyder 369). Desirability 

and human value are defined in unusual terms for the residents of O’Connor’s fictional 

universe. A human’s value is measured by his ability to suffer and surrender, by his 

ability to recognize and experience the act of grace. In a world controlled by religious 

absolutes, a character’s disability—the part of him that does not conform to the definition 

of normal—enables him to ascend O’Connor’s spiritual axis. Both disabled and able- 

bodied characters— including Haze, Hulga, Manley, Sheppard, and Rufus—endure some 

kind of spiritual disfigurement, but the characters that are obsessed with preserving their 

own normalcy cannot experience redemption because they refuse to suffer.

The following excerpt from God, the Gift, and Postmodernism describes the 

dynamic implications of deconstruction, especially when used to dispel the myth of 

disability through characters like Hazel, Hulga, and Rufus Johnson:

Deconstruction is a dream and a desire for something autre [wholly 

other], something that utterly shatters the present horizons of possibility,
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that confounds our expectations, that leaves us gasping for a i r . . .  That is 

what Derrida calls I ’invention de I ’autre, the incoming of the other, the 

coming of something we did not see coming, that takes us by surprise and 

tears up our horizon of expectation. (Caputo 3)

Wholly other, Hazel, Hulga, and Rufus are surprising and shattering because they 

demonstrate a willingness to change, a willingness to be spiritually able, at exactly the 

moment that a change would make them human rather than a caricature. Hazel 

demonstrates a capacity to accept, Hulga to trust, and Rufus to resist at precisely the 

moment that anything less would perpetuate the typecast of Hazel as naive and stubborn, 

Hulga as self-absorbed and hateful, and Rufus as flippant and unprincipled. In each 

instance, the character’s acceptance of his disability triggers the change that makes him a 

more dimensional character. If a disability is only portrayed as an obstacle, a character’s 

emotional and physical being becomes centered on the disability, and she cannot develop 

until the obstacle has been overcome—until the disability has been cured or removed. 

When a character’s disability is perceived as a controlling affliction, the character can 

only change or grow in response to the dictates of his “affliction.” Change, as Hazel, 

Hulga, and Rufus experience it, realizes and actualizes difference; it reveals possibility by 

revealing how the disabled are able. Without the capacity for change, hierarchical 

opposites would never be reversed. Because O’Connor writes humanity into her 

characters and because she reveals their capacity for change, she gives them power. She 

gives them power to subvert the labels that want to characterize them as nothing more 

than an imagined, symbolic extension of their disabilities. When Ted Spivey notes that
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O’Connor’s writing “wam[s] against the increasing emphasis in the modem world on the 

abstract and impersonal,” he recognizes both the abrasive and tender ways her characters 

insist on being human (273).

Two pairs of interrelated hierarchical oppositions can be traced in Wise Blood. 

“Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First”: able-bodied and disabled, 

and freedom and confinement. Disability is often stigmatized by its assumed tendency to 

disable or inhibit the emotional or physical freedom of a character. Hazel, Hulga, and 

Rufus Johnson resist the assumption that disability must function as a burden. They defy 

assumptions by embracing and using their “Otherness” in a way that deconstructs the 

meanings of normal and able. They find true freedom and experience a more physically 

and spiritually balanced state once they have encountered or accepted the qualities, 

mostly the disabilities, that supposedly make them an “Other.” Flannery O’Connor 

revises the meaning of disabled and able-bodied as well as freedom and confinement by 

contextualizing hierarchical opposites in religious paradox. In Wise Blood, “Good 

Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First,” disability enables Haze, Hulga, and 

Rufus Johnson to navigate and profit spiritually from the religious paradoxes that provide 

life through death, redemption through suffering, and grace through surrender. As they 

find their way through the foggy world of religious paradox, they prove to be more able, 

focused, and multi-dimensional than the “normal” characters they encounter. As 

O’Connor disables the hierarchical oppositions according to which disability operates as 

an immobilizing and limiting burden, she brings her disabled characters closer to the 

moment of grace that finally makes the reversal clear. In a world where the spiritual is as
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significant as the physical, disability only makes Hazel, Hulga, and Rufus more 

spiritually free.
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CHAPTER ONE: “THE BLIND WILL LEAD THE BLIND” AND THE “LAME’LL 

CARRY OFF THE PREY”: DEPENDENCE AND SIMILARITY IN THE ABLE- 

BODIED AND DISABLED

In the study of disability in literature, scholars Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell 

ask that literature return to a phenomenology of the human body. Rather than use the 

disabled body as a scapegoat for the perils of humankind, works of literature should seek 

to create dynamic and mutable disabled protagonists whose disabilities are a part of their 

lives instead of convenient symbols of resentment or struggle. Snyder gives much of the 

responsibility for redefining the disabled body to disabled artists: “It is in the 

performances and writings of disabled artists that disability studies has been able to 

return to a phenomenology of the body” (382). The disabled artist is most likely to 

understand the subtle victories and defeats that shape the life affected by a disability. By 

introducing varied and unique perspectives on disability, the disabled artist is able to 

provide a subjectivity that destabilizes the objectification of disability. A subjective look 

at the human body permits the subversion of conventional assumptions about the able- 

bodied and disabled. By looking at the human body as a complex phenomenon, we find 

that the classifications able-bodied and disabled are not exactly polarized. When a 

disabled artist creates characters that embody a whole gamut of emotions and abilities, 

she challenges the binary separation of able-bodied and disabled by revealing 

dependence.
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The complexity and dynamism of Flannery O’Connor’s disabled characters 

reflect the complexity and dynamism that characterize the disabled artist herself.

Michael Kreyling makes the biographical connection when he says, “No one denies the 

significance systematic lupus had on O’Connor’s life and work . . .  in most critical 

statements, we seldom get beyond the obvious: living with a terminal disease made 

O’Connor more sensitive to the meanings in life” (5). It would not be too great an 

assumption to suggest that one of the meanings in life that O’Connor was sensitive to was 

the meaning of “disabled.” Permanently on crutches, which she called her “flying 

buttresses,” O’Connor confronted the trite and voyeuristic treatment that often attends the 

interaction between the able-bodied and disabled. She shared a particularly humorous yet 

poignant moment in a letter describing an encounter with a condescending old woman:

I have decided that I must be a pretty pathetic sight with these crutches. I 

was in Atlanta the other day in Davidson’s. An old lady got on the 

elevator behind me and as soon as I turned around, she fixed me with a 

moist, gleaming eye and said in a loud voice, “Bless you, darling!” I felt 

exactly like the Misfit and I gave her a weakly lethal look, whereupon 

greatly encouraged, she grabbed my arm and whispered (very loud) in my 

ear, “Remember what they said to John at the gate, darling!” It was not my 

floor but I got off and I supposed the old lady was astounded at how quick 

I could get away on crutches. I have a one-legged friend and I asked what 

they said to John at the gate. She reckoned they said, “The lame shall
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enter first.” This may be because the lame will be able to knock

everybody aside with their crutches. (HOB 117)

Like so many of her own disabled characters, O’Connor resists victimization. This 

excerpt resembles her stories insofar as the voyeur, the old lady in this instance, functions 

as the predictable, immutable character. Because the anecdote is told from the 

perspective of O’Connor, the old lady serves as a caricature for the patronizing onlooker 

who uses the disabled to make himself feel good, moral, and superior. Through her 

letters, O’Connor represents herself and often discusses her disability in a voice that is 

both strong and sensitive, humorous and serious. She depicts her disabled characters with 

the same mutability; she gives them the freedom to be characters shaped, but not 

controlled, by their disabilities. By writing disabled characters that include various traits 

as individuals and as a group, O’Connor returns to a phenomenology of the body. In 

Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First,” O’Connor puts 

Hazel, Hulga, and Rufus at the center of the action and shows how their disabilities affect 

their lives rather than symbolize their whole being. O’Connor’s phenomenology of the 

body includes bodies of women on crutches who will go first not because of other’s pity 

but because they will knock the others down to get there. It includes the man who can 

see because he is blind, the girl who has to lose her leg to know how to stand, and the boy 

who refuses to be anyone’s charity case. O’Connor’s disabled characters deny the 

validity of biological absolutes by accepting and sometimes flaunting the abilities they 

gain from their disabilities.
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Tarnishing the “able body as a false idol,” O’Connor undermines a pitiable or 

frightening objectification of the disabled body by physically and spiritually empowering 

disability (Snyder 382). The different and deviant body also reflects the benevolent 

imagination and ingenuity of a higher power. Her approach is similar to that of 

Montaigne, who “referred to ‘cripples’ as emblematic of creation’s ‘infinity of form,’ 

which God, ‘in His wisdom’ supplies as evidence of his inexhaustible bounty” (Snyder 

371). When the human body is viewed as the intentional creation of an infallible God, 

the disabled body becomes a different version of perfection. Its difference is not a 

reflection of weakness or lack but of God’s bounty. O’Connor’s perspective on the 

human body as the work of a creator connects disability with divine intention. Viewing 

the human body anagogically, as O’Connor does, allows difference simply to be 

difference without the suggestion that the able-body is different from the disabled body 

because it is better. Although O’Connor does not suggest that the disabled body is 

preferable, she challenges the assumption that the able body is always better. O’Connor 

emphasizes an important similarity between different body types by suggesting that they 

are all products of creation and all subject to a death, which is not determined by health 

but by God’s will.

Using religion to add meaning to the human body has been a problem for some 

disability scholars. Rosemarie Garland-Thomson voices her frustration with the use of 

the body for religious spectacle when she says, “From the New Testament to the miracles 

at Lourdes, the lame, halt, and the blind provide the spectacle for the story of bodily 

rehabilitation as spiritual redemption that is so essential to Christianity” (56). The

15



difference between Garland-Thomson’s estimation and O’Connor’s religious use of the 

disabled body in her stories is that O’Connor never seeks to rehabilitate the disabled 

body. O’Connor never associates physical rehabilitation with spiritual redemption. She 

does the opposite. Hazel is not redeemed until he blinds himself; Hulga “finds life” when 

she sees how different she is from the able-bodied Pointer; Rufus Johnson spares himself 

from Sheppard’s control by insisting that his clubfoot remain the way it is. In each 

instance, the character finds redemption by refusing to be rehabilitated to fit the 

normative mold. O’Connor’s use of disability instead reflects the sentiment of Elaine 

Scarry in her book The Body of Pain, where Scarry critiques “the dominant religious 

iconography” for replacing the “broken, wounded body of Christ” with the “purely 

symbolic empty cross” (Snyder 2). Perhaps it is her personal experience with suffering 

and her Catholic heritage that prompt her to value the broken, wounded body of Christ on 

the cross. Figuratively, O’Connor keeps Christ on the cross in order to emphasize the 

importance and necessity of suffering in redemption. When a character from an 

O’Connor story experiences grace, he experiences it through emotional or physical pain. 

Since O’Connor’s religion works paradoxically, death, pain, and suffering are beneficial 

and valuable because they are often inseparable from and preliminary to life, joy, and 

redemption. Since disability is often linked to pain and suffering, it is also linked to joy 

and redemption by means of the religious paradox.3 Wise Blood. “Good Country 

People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First” present characters that are spiritually enabled 

by their physical disabilities.
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Similar to her use of religious meaning to create context, O’Connor’s use of the 

grotesque could potentially contradict the purpose of disability studies. Snyder almost 

indicts a writer like O’Connor when she deplores “disability’s historical alignment with 

the grotesque (that is, that belief in the mysterious power of an ‘unassimilable’ 

difference) continues to reverberate in modernity” (378). Snyder’s opinion of the literary 

use of the grotesque is that it further alienates the disabled person because disabilities are 

too often used to symbolize the undesirable and even detestable qualities of the human 

body. O’Connor’s use of the grotesque would be problematic in the study of disability if 

what she sees as valuable and invaluable were not so dramatically different from the 

norm. Certainly Kreyling’s estimation that “she had become one of her own grotesques” 

or Castillo’s analysis that “what is considered normal is often grotesque, while the 

grotesque itself is the stuff of everyday life”(7) may counter Snyder’s charge that the 

grotesque creates division at the disabled’s expense (173). More appropriate, however, is 

the fact that O’Connor does not expect her disabled characters to assimilate. Their 

inability to assimilate is the point; it is what makes them both saved and saviors. 

O’Connor does not ask the body to change; she asks culture to change. Garland- 

Thomson also insists that the disabled not be characterized as socially marginal when she 

argues, “disabled people’s bodies have been represented as unassimilable within a 

normalizing biological ideology that marks the disabled body as the inferior contrast to 

an able-bodied, white masculine citizenry” (Snyder 376). O’Connor would not see 

opposition to the mainstream as a problem but as a solution because her fiction is not 

guided by cultural standards but by religious standards that criticize some of culture’s
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more superficial values. By placing the disabled character in a context sustained by 

religious absolutes, O’Connor challenges the significance and legitimacy of the 

“normalizing biological ideology.” With reference to religion and disability, O’Connor 

redefines the cultural norms worthy and unworthy of assimilation and the people capable 

and incapable of assimilating. She uses religion to challenge the basic assumptions on 

the appropriate way of life, and she uses disability to challenge the received opinion 

about who is fit to live such a life.

Deconstruction suggests that hierarchical opposites are reversed through either a 

demonstration of dependence or a demonstration of similarity between the two binaries. 

O’Connor redefines the meaning of able-bodied and disabled by using both techniques. 

Relying on a religious context, O’Connor suggests that any lasting spiritual and physical 

capacity may depend on the experience and acceptance of a disability. Likewise, 

O’Connor reverses the able-bodied and disabled opposition by presenting circumstances 

where the able-bodied are spiritually disabled and the disabled are spiritually enabled.

Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First” qualify 

ability and disability in physical and spiritual ways, both of which have equal weight 

because of O’Connor’s anagogical vision. In O’Connor’s fiction, physical occurrences 

have transubstantiative power. Drawing on the Catholic interpretation of the Eucharist, 

O’Connor does not see the physical world as strictly physical or even strictly symbolic of 

the spiritual world; the physical world literally embodies the spiritual. In his book The 

Catholic Imagination in American Literature. Ross Labrie describes the potential impact
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Catholic theology can have on fiction as well as the impact it does have on O’Connor’s 

work:

Catholics, without being pantheistic, regard the sacred as continuous with 

the secular and as somehow involved in the secular.. . .  She [O’Connor] is 

Catholic in her insistence upon the theological importance of the physical 

world. The more a writer wishes to make the supernatural apparent, she 

has contended, the more “real he has to be able to make the natural 

world.” (Labrie 4, 213)

The transubstantiative quality of O’Connor’s fiction might be inspired or informed by her 

voracious reading of Catholic theologian St. Thomas Aquinas, who emphasized that 

knowledge begins with a sensitivity to the senses (Labrie 5).4 When a person’s inability 

to do something becomes his most important ability, it does so in a context where the 

idea of disability and ability is understood according to its physical and spiritual function.

In Wise Blood, the spiritual understanding and physical determination that 

characterize Hazel at the novel’s end are tied to and dependent on Hazel’s disabilities.

The direction and focus Hazel acquires at the end of the story exist because of what Hazel 

lacks. In Mystery and Manners. O’Connor says, “To know oneself is, above all, to know 

what one lacks” (35). Hazel lacks a tirelessly long list of virtues—he lacks discretion, 

patience, consideration, and even enough self-control not to kill the first person who 

deeply annoys him. But O’Connor operates on the premise that a person is as much 

defined by who he is as who he is not in order to describe the other, more redemptive 

qualities that Hazel lacks. Her brief introduction to the second edition of Wise Blood
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discusses one of Haze’s most important inabilities: “Hazel’s integrity lies in his not being 

able to [get rid of the ragged figure who moves from tree to tree in the back of his mind]” 

(2). Try as he might, Hazel is unable to do a number of things that would remove him 

from the path that ultimately leads to his redemption and spiritual contentment. He wants 

to have meaningless sex with Mrs. Leora Watts and he wants to seduce Sabbath Hawks, 

but he cannot seem to make either of these things happen with notable success. Although 

he does have a fleeting sexual relationship with Mrs. Watts, the narrative makes it clear 

that it is not a satisfying experience for either of them: “He had not been very successful 

with Mrs. Watts. When he finished, he was like something washed ashore on her” (30- 

31). Haze makes many mistakes, perhaps the greatest of which is murdering Solace 

Layfield, but he finds spiritual solace in the end because he has enough integrity to be 

unhappy. He is unable to convince himself that he believes in nothing, he is unable to be 

satisfied with anything less than the truth, and he is unable to enjoy what he knows is 

wrong. His inability to assimilate into the life of Taulkinham seems to provide 

unexpected proof of his moral integrity.

In addition to discovering spiritual ability through inability, Haze finds that some 

important physical capabilities also depend on his physical disabilities. By the end, 

Haze’s physical existence has been completely transformed. He blinds himself and 

develops a limp. Although Hazel’s blindness often improves his spiritual vision, his lack 

of sight also evokes a physical sense of sight to the atheist onlooker Mrs. Flood. Mrs. 

Flood cannot understand why Haze would prefer to blind rather than kill himself, for the 

story ironically explains, “A woman like her, who was so clear-sighted, could never stand
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to be blind. If she had to be blind she would rather be dead” (108). By introducing a 

character like Mrs. Flood into the story, O’Connor makes a strong comment on the 

viewpoint that suggests disability is a fate worse than death. Haze is not portrayed as a 

poor victim of nature’s wrath; instead, the Mrs. Flood is portrayed as foolish for her 

inability to understand Haze’s chosen way of being in the world—not just that a disability 

is acceptable, but that it might have enabling power. She senses Haze’s power, but she 

refuses to understand it until the end when she realizes that because they will both die, 

they are not so different from each other.

Because Mrs. Flood prefers not to see spiritual significance in the physical world, 

she views Hazel’s blindness literally. When she says, “the blind man had the look of 

seeing something” and when she wonders whether “he saw something that he couldn’t 

get without being blind to everything else,” she starts to believe that Haze has a keener 

physical vision that depends on his blindness (110, 112). As suggestive as her words 

may be for the reader, for Mrs. Flood, Haze’s blindness is mostly a physical 

phenomenon. It becomes clear that Haze’s ability to understand and recognize spiritual 

truths is inseparable from his inability to see, but Mrs. Flood’s perspective suggests that 

Hazel also experiences physical benefits from his disability. She seems to believe that he 

can actually see more because he cannot see.5

In Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First,” the 

revelation that a disability can be enabling usually accompanies a distinct moment of 

change for the character. For instance, when the police officer pushes Haze’s Essex off 

the embankment, a figurative part of Haze falls off the cliff with the car. After his car,
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which is in many ways a symbol of Haze’s “normal” abilities and inspirations, tumbles 

off the embankment, Haze feels compelled to blind himself. He gets quiet and 

introspective. He puts rocks and shards of glass in his shoes in order to “pay” for 

something. He throws dollar bills into the trashcan because he does not need them. He 

changes. The moment that changes the character is the moment that the character 

encounters grace. It is the moment when he realizes he is in need—when he realizes that 

any significant ability he hopes to have will depend on what he is unable to do.

In Wise Blood. Haze begins to understand that his abilities depend on his own 

disabilities, not the abilities or disabilities of someone else. When Haze believes in the 

reliability and efficiency of his abilities, when he envisions himself as the preacher of the 

church without Christ, and when he believes he can skip town whenever he wants—he is 

the most unsatisfied and unfocused. Eventually he discovers that the act of “not doing 

something” is sometimes as effective as “doing something.” In “The Lame Shall Enter 

First,” Sheppard discovers that he has neglected and practically abandoned his son when 

he is forced to recognize that while Rufus may need to change, he does not need to 

change because he has a clubfoot. When Sheppard understands and accepts that Rufus 

does not need his narcissistic charity, he relinquishes his false notions of what he is able 

to do—his idea that he is supposed to save the “poor” disabled kid—and discovers what 

he might truly be able to do, which is not save anyone. In his inability to change Rufus, 

Sheppard discovers his own ability to change. When the police officer eyes Rufus’s 

clubfoot and says, “It ain’t everybody that makes tracks like you,” he unknowingly 

alludes to the impact, the tracks, Rufus has made on Norton and Sheppard’s lives.
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Because Rufus is disabled, abused, and troublesome, Sheppard believes he is a prime 

example of a child who needs to be saved from his condition and spared from further 

exposure to such a harmful environment. He needs to change because he is dangerously 

arrogant and devious, but Sheppard has unfairly connected this behavior to the fact that 

Rufus has a disability. Although Rufus behaves horrendously toward Norton in the 

beginning, he has a heroic moment when he insists that Sheppard believe that he lies and 

steals because he is “good at it” and his foot “don’t have a thing to do with it” (480).

Rufus is terrible and he wants Sheppard to see that he is terrible because he wants to be or 

because is “good” at being terrible—not because he feels like less of a human because he 

has a clubfoot.

Until Sheppard repeats that he treated Rufus better than his own son so often that 

he finally believes it, he suffers terribly from an obsession with normalcy that keeps him 

from loving his son Norton, who misses his mother with a grief that “isn’t normal” (447). 

Throughout the story, Sheppard and Rufus are battling against each other. The difference 

between the two is that Rufus is not trying to save Sheppard, whereas Sheppard goes so 

far as to say, “I ’m stronger than you are and I’m going to save you. The good will 

triumph” (474). Rufus’s clubfoot impacts and changes Sheppard by triggering a vision of 

his imperfections and his emotional disabilities:

He [Sheppard] dropped down on the sofa and gazed at the rug beneath his 

feet. The boy’s clubfoot was set within the circle of his vision. The 

pieced-together shoe appeared to grin at him with Johnson’s own face. He
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caught hold of the edge of the sofa cushion and his knuckles turned white. 

A chill of hatred shook him. He hated the shoe, hated the foot, and hated 

the boy. His face paled. Hatred choked him. He was aghast at himself. 

(473)

Sheppard’s realization that he is capable of hatred is the first honest admission he makes. 

Sheppard hates the shoe, the foot, and the boy because together they reflect his inabilities. 

According to his own standards, he failed miserably with Rufus. Sheppard comes to 

realize his faults as a father when he realizes that he has imperfections and inabilities.

His clearer vision of himself produces a clearer vision of the people around him, mostly 

that Rufus does not need to be reassured of his value as a person because he has a 

clubfoot but that his son does need to be reassured because he has a broken heart. 

Although his ability to love his son as he is comes tragically too late, it comes because of 

Rufus. It comes because Rufus refuses to believe he needs Sheppard to improve him. 

Sheppard learns to accept Rufus as he is because Rufus refuses to be accepted any other 

way. Rufus’s refusal drives Sheppard to a state where hatred chokes him. He is choked 

by a hatred of himself, and the realization of this hatred causes him to change. As soon 

as he realizes that he has treated Rufus better than his own son and all he has gotten in 

return is the flagrant accusation that he “made suggestions” to the boy, he immediately 

sets out to love and support Norton better than he ever has before. His realization comes 

terribly, tragically too late, but it comes nonetheless and it comes because Rufus refuses 

to be coddled by a man who is uncomfortable being himself. Despite how insincere 

Rufus’s words are, his insistence to Sheppard that “Satan has him in his power” resonates
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later with Sheppard (478). Rufus’s words, however blasphemous and flippant they may 

be, have a profound effect on Sheppard.

Sheppard’s dependence on Rufus leads him to a kind of spiritual redemption 

because he finally realizes how awful he has treated Norton. Disability’s role in spiritual 

redemption is a pervasive motif in Wise Blood, “Good Country People,” and “The Lame 

Shall Enter First.” Even when he is most resolute, Haze Motes still is unable to do many 

things. He is unable to think about anything except redemption as he goes from person to 

person in the train and says, “If you’ve been redeemed, I wouldn’t want to be” (7). As 

much as he wants to, he is unable to believe his army friends when they insist that he has 

no soul (11). By creating a character she describes as an “admirable nihilist,” O’Connor 

gives Haze’s sermons the qualities of double-entendre. He expresses an ironic truth in 

his denials. For example, he unwittingly shares a religious truth when he says, “As for 

the Jesus that was reported to have been bom at Bethlehem and crucified on Calvary for 

man’s sins, He was too foul a notion for a sane person to carry in his head” (106).6 Haze 

believes that he is discrediting Jesus by appealing to the “sane,” but the equivocal nature 

of his words suggests that the notion of Jesus was never meant to appeal to those who are 

confident they can figure everything out on their own. The subtext of his sermon 

suggests that the notion of Jesus is not meant to be accepted by the Mrs. Floods of the 

world but by the Hazel Motes, by those who are crazy enough to believe that there might 

be more to see when they are blind. A similarly equivocal truth emerges when Haze 

says, “The only way to truth is through blasphemy” (75). Here he describes exactly how 

he comes to know the truth. Because it is heartfelt and determined, his blasphemy has
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more truth in it than an empty acceptance or a sincere disinterest in religious meaning. In 

denying the religion of his childhood—the religion of his grandfather, who drove into a 

town “as if he were just in time to save them all from Hell”—Haze discovers new 

religious truth (10). Haze’s ability to understand and recognize grace depends on his 

inability to believe either the religion of his grandfather or the nihilism of his army 

friends.

Because religious meaning informs O’Connor’s fiction, a character’s recognition 

of his inabilities usually leads him to recognize the ability of God. The omnipotence of 

God supplements the character’s helplessness. Richard Giannone describes Wise Blood 

as a novel that “shows one can be driven to virtue by what one is not, by a power that is 

not one’s own” (8-9). Learning to believe and rely on a power “that is not one’s own” is 

typically the lesson that brings the character to his encounter with grace. As is the case 

with Hazel Motes, an inability to believe untruths can be a disguised ability that 

introduces the character to the power of grace. Although Haze’s inability to believe 

untruths is compelling and often amusing, his blindness serves as his most powerful 

deliverance. In the materialist perspective of Mrs. Flood, Haze’s blindness, at first 

unthinkable, slowly convinces her that he actually might be able physically to see more 

because, as Haze says, “If there’s no bottom in your eyes, they hold more” (112). Even 

as she holds tight to her atheism, Mrs. Flood also senses that Haze experiences a more 

refined spiritual vision once he is blind.

Given the presence of the blind seer in mythology and literature, the hierarchical 

opposition between vision and blindness is somewhat archetypal. Derrida traces the

26



opposition back to the words of Plato: “According to an old, omnipotent logic that has 

reigned since Plato, that which enables us to see should remain invisible, black, blinding 

. . .  madness that consists in seeing light, vision or visibility, from an experience of 

blindness” (90-91). The reversal of blindness and vision or the demonstration that vision 

depends on blindness is so common that O’Connor risks employing a stereotype in order 

to get the message across. Haze’s decision to blind himself in order to “recover his 

original purity of vision” is not an unusual concept, but the violence by which he 

becomes blind is startling, much like the moment when Oedipus blinds himself in order 

to inflict a self-punishment (Castillo 181-182). Because Haze appears to be nothing more 

than an ordinary man with an abnormal religious preoccupation, his decision to become 

blind includes an element of normality. The text intentionally treats Haze’s approach to 

self-inflicted blindness as a private act in order to contrast it with the self-serving public 

spectacle of Asa Hawk’s approach, in which blindness is a newsworthy production. Haze 

is not a mythical or overtly sanctified character; he calls telephone numbers that he finds 

in the bathroom stalls, he drives a gray “rat-mobile,” he crosses the street when he is not 

supposed to. O’Connor presents in Haze an ordinary person capable of extraordinary 

action. Haze is not the stereotypical saint, sinner, or seer, and because he is more 

nondescript than his literary prototypes, such as Oedipus and Tiresias, his decision to 

blind himself is surprising and unexpected. His decision has meaning because it is an 

expression of his own free will rather than a decision he is expected to make.

Like Haze Motes, Hulga Hopewell insists on the expression of her own free will 

and eventually suffers a revelatory experience. Unlike his revelation, hers does not lead
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to knowledge of God, but rather to self-knowledge. When Manley takes Hulga’s wooden 

leg and leaves her with nothing but herself, Hulga does not have an epiphany that 

awakens her to God’s will; she has an epiphany that awakens her to herself. The Bible 

verse Matthew 16:25, “He who loses his life shall find it,” haunts the interaction between 

Hulga and Manley Pointer in “Good Country People.” Similar to the way Haze’s 

sermons contain a strange prophetic quality, so do the elements of the discussions 

between Manley and Hulga. Manley nonchalantly refers to Matthew 16:25 in his 

interaction with Hulga’s mother, but his actions at the end clarify the meaning of the 

verse: by taking Hulga’s artificial leg, Manley takes away Hulga’s facade and leaves her 

with a sense of who she really is. The wooden leg enabled Hulga, and she “took care of 

it as someone else would his soul, in private and almost with her own eyes turned away”

(288). Manley thinks that because she has a wooden leg she will not be able to climb the 

ladder into the loft, but Hulga ascends the ladder with ease. The wooden leg is not her 

disability; instead, it allows her to function as if she were not disabled. With the leg, 

Hulga is direct, focused, and easily deceived. As soon as Manley asks to hold her leg, 

her facade crumbles, and he notices the change instantly:

“Give me my leg!” she screamed and tried to lunge for it but he 

pushed her down easily.

“What’s the matter with you all of a sudden?” he asked, frowning 

as he screwed the top on the flask and put it quickly back inside the Bible. 

“You just awhile ago said you didn’t believe in nothing.” (290)
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When Manley takes her wooden leg, he takes away the thing that is most important to 

her. Prior to the scene in the loft, Hulga insists on using the wooden leg to make a 

statement. She clunks around the house and exaggerates the noise the leg makes when it 

hits the floor. She tries to use the leg as an inextricable symbol of herself. Hulga uses 

the leg to caricaturize her disability, and when Manley takes the wooden leg from her, he 

takes away the caricature. When Hulga is left with her disability in the loft with Manley, 

she is left with herself.

Because of the violent and hateful way Manley treats Hulga in the loft, he makes 

a detestable prophet. But when he says, “You ain’t like anybody else,” he foreshadows 

how Hulga will feel when she is in the loft with him (289). Hulga discovers that she is 

quite different from the heartless Manley. Unlike Manley, Hulga discovers how it feels 

to be treated heartlessly—as she has often treated others. When Manley tells Mrs. 

Hopewell that he has a heart condition, Mrs. Hopewell immediately believes he and 

Hulga have the same condition. Hulga, too, believes that Manley will make the perfect 

protege. When Manley takes her leg, he reveals that Hulga is different, but not in the 

way she intended. Unlike Manley, who has believed in nothing since he was bom, Hulga 

does believe. She discovers that, like her mother, she always believed that Manley was 

“just good country people” (290), and that belief is part of the self she discovers when 

she is alone without the aid of her wooden leg. Although we see little more of Hulga 

after Manley leaves the loft and retreats across the field, Hulga reveals a new side of 

herself while she is in the loft—a vulnerable side that is more likely to believe in “good 

country people” than to believe in nothing.
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Manley perceives Hulga with more accuracy than her mother Mrs. Hopewell, but 

he uses his perception to traumatize Hulga. Like Mrs. Freeman, whose “beady steel- 

pointed eyes had penetrated far enough behind her [Hulga’s] face to reach some secret 

fact,” Manley gives her a “long penetrating look” that “touches the truth about her” (275, 

288). Both Manley and Mrs. Freeman are willing to see who Hulga wants to be but not 

necessarily who she is. When Manley asks to see Hulga’s wooden leg and explains that 

he wants to see it “because it’s what makes you different. You ain’t like anybody else,” 

his words resonate with Hulga because they are exactly what she wants to hear. By 

saying such a thing and saying it with such an aura of innocence, Manley fits perfectly 

into Hulga’s paradigm. According to her paradigm, which is drastically shifted after 

Manley takes her wooden leg, Manley is an embodiment of “real innocence” and she is 

superior to him because she has a wooden leg and she has a Ph.D. The scene in the loft 

shatters Hulga’s perspective as she realizes that Manley is capable of heartless deception 

and that she is different from him because she is capable of trust and feeling, not because 

she has a wooden leg.

Manley insists on capitalizing on the illusions Hulga has of herself, and Mrs. 

Hopewell insists on ignoring Hulga’s illusions in order to satisfy her own. Mrs. 

Hopewell does not believe that Hulga is who she thinks she is—a Hulga; Mrs. Hopewell 

believes that Hulga is who Mrs. Hopewell thinks she is— a Joy. She is not proud of or 

impressed by her daughter’s PhD; and she thinks Hulga’s stomping and glaring stares are 

preposterous. She maintains that Hulga is a child stuck in a thirty-year-old woman’s 

body. Hulga’s mother often declares that people are different and the “world needs all
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sorts of people to go ‘round,” but her words are cliched and insincere to Hulga. Mrs. 

Hopewell cannot see beyond Hulga’s wooden leg. Although Mrs. Hopewell easily 

dismisses the behaviors of others by tossing out a cliche about difference, she cannot see 

her daughter simply as different. She believes Hulga is hindered and controlled by her 

wooden leg, a child limited by a prosthetic limb: “she thought of her [Hulga] still as a 

child because it tore her heart to think instead of the poor stout girl in her thirties who had 

never danced a step or had any normal good times” (274, O’Connor’s italics).

Unlike Mrs. Hopewell, Manley is voyeuristically attracted to the leg. He is not 

interested in the leg as a fixed symbol of Hulga; he is interested in appropriation and 

possession of the leg so as to aggrandize his own image of himself. He is interested in 

detaching the leg from her so as to make it his own. He wants the wooden leg as an 

object separate from Hulga and as an object representative of his effect and perceived 

power over her. Manley may tell her that she is different because she has the wooden 

leg, but this come-on line is only a way to woo her into surrendering the leg to him. He 

treats her detestably and says horrible, upsetting things, but when he tells her “she ain’t 

so smart,” he criticizes her for who she is with or without a wooden leg.

When Manley forces Hulga to separate from the leg, she discovers that by caring 

for the leg as if it were her soul, she neglected the care of her real soul. Her true self is 

who she is without the aid of the wooden leg. When she confronts her disability as it is 

without the leg, she confronts herself. At this moment, when Manley takes her leg, she 

feels a surge of emotion and dependence that intensify and broaden her personality. The 

narrative says that when Manley takes her leg, Hulga feels as if she is “surrendering to
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him completely. It was like losing her own life and finding it again, miraculously, in his”

(289). The language of this passage is latent with sexual connotations that could equate 

Manley’s action with rape, but when Hulga finds her life in his, it is not an experience of 

oneness or sexual unity. She finds her life in Manley’s life because he mirrors exactly 

who she thought she was. She thought she believed in nothing, she thought she would 

seduce him, she thought that she was hard and unforgiving, but when she sees all those 

qualities in Manley she realizes she is not who she thought she was. Manley is in a 

position of authority, a position that Hulga previously believed she was in, but after 

Manley takes her leg, she pleads, screeches, insults, and questions. Her actions suggest 

that she realizes she is in need. By serving as such a startling contrast, Manley shows 

Hulga who she is by embodying who she is not.

O’Connor reverses the hierarchical oppositions between able-bodied and disabled 

by revealing interdependence, but she also reverses the hierarchy by revealing similarity. 

In Mystery and Manners. O’Connor insists that the image of the freak is too often 

slighted and abused so as to promote an ideology of human perfection:

A sense of loss is natural to us, and it is only in these centuries when we 

are afflicted with the doctrine of the perfectibility of human nature by its 

own efforts that the vision of the freak in fiction is so disturbing. The 

freak in modem fiction is usually disturbing to us because he keeps us 

from forgetting that we share in his state. (133)

She criticizes the tendency to use the freak or physically aberrant as a symbol of 

imperfection. Her argument is not that there is no such thing as a freak but that there is

32



no such thing as normal. By revealing physical and spiritual aberrancies in able-bodied 

and “normal” characters, O’Connor uses similarity to question the dichotomy of able- 

bodied and disabled as well as that of normal and abnormal. When an O’Connor 

character acknowledges and accepts his disability, he discovers that the only true 

dichotomy is between humans and God. O’Connor must make her able-bodied 

characters realize they are not perfect so that they may realize that God is. Able-bodied 

must become synonymous with disabled so that all characters are aware of their 

inferiority to God. For O’Connor, the terms “able-bodied” and “normal” are often used 

as deceptive constructs so that humans may assert their own power and live without ever 

acknowledging their fallibility. Disability enables man to discover his most important 

ability—his ability to surrender and accept the presence of grace in his life. Haze Motes 

unknowingly describes the function of the Church of Christ with great exactitude by 

describing what occurs when one “removes Christ” from the church:

Well, I preach the Church of Christ Without Christ. I’m member and 

preacher to that Church where the blind don’t see and the lame don’t walk 

and what’s dead stays that way. Ask me about that church and I ’ll tell you 

it’s the church that the blood of Jesus don’t foul with redemption. (54) 

According to O’Connor’s anagogical vision, binaries have no hope for reversal in the 

church of Christ without Christ.

In O’Connor’s world, where religious absolutes do equalize all people, Wise 

Blood’s characters Asa Hawks and Mrs. Flood are blind because they are not blind. 

Hawks tries to blind himself and fails, and in this action alone, O’Connor suggests that
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only the truly able are spiritually able to endure physical disability. Hawks temporarily 

keeps up the appearance of blindness, if only for the sake of fooling Haze and earning 

money. When Haze leams that Hawks is not actually blind, Hawks falls apart. He leaves 

town and abandons his daughter. Even the pretense of disability enabled Hawks, but as 

soon as the pretense of blindness is gone, he becomes fully disabled. Haze is also 

instrumental in the emotional undoing of Mrs. Flood as he helps her realize that because

she can see everything, she sees nothing. When she gives Haze a hard time for putting
c

rocks and shards of glass in his shoes, he tells her, “Mind your business. You can’t see” 

(115). Hawks and Mrs. Flood are fearful of blindness, and because they hold their sight 

in such great esteem, they cloud their vision.

In many ways, Wise Blood is a novel that follows the character Haze from a state 

of spiritual disability to one of power and purpose achieved through self-inflicted 

physical disability. The novel’s end finds Haze blind, crippled, and ill, yet he is more 

able and more certain than the healthy Mrs. Flood. She declares that she wants to take 

care of him, but Haze is so obviously her caretaker that she finally realizes, “If she was 

going to be blind when she was dead, who better to guide her than a blind man? Who 

better to lead the blind than the blind, who knew what it was like?” (119). She 

understands the value of Haze’s blindness when she realizes that because they are both 

human and because they both will die, they are not so different from each other. As 

Snyder says in her article “Infinity of Forms: Disability Figures in Artistic Traditions,” 

for O’Connor, “suffering brought a nobility to life that should not be too easily
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depreciated” (179). Wise Blood tracks Haze’s search for nobility, and “The Lame Shall 

Enter First” follows Rufus’s determination to keep it.

Rufus’s insistence to Sheppard that he is fine the way he is resembles disabled 

artist Mary Duffy’s declaration, “I felt, even in the face of such opposition, that my body 

was the way it was supposed to be. It was right for me, as well as being whole, complete, 

and functional” (Snyder 383).7 As soon as Sheppard meets Rufus, he believes Rufus is 

the perfect candidate for his charity. According to Sheppard, Rufus needs him because 

his family and his clubfoot are restricting his potential. Sheppard recognizes that some of 

Rufus’s most basic needs are not being meant, such as his need for food, but he is mostly 

concerned with giving Rufus a new orthopedic shoe. His parting line with Rufus at the 

end of the story, “You don’t have to make up for that foot,” reflects Sheppard’s belief 

that the foot is the cause of Rufus’s problems rather than his hunger or abuse (480).

When Sheppard tries to give Rufus the new orthopedic shoe, Rufus makes an important 

discovery that Sheppard notices but distorts to fit his interpretation of Rufus. Just as 

Haze speaks the truth with the wrong intentions, so Sheppard unknowingly observes 

precisely what happens to Rufus when he rejects the shoe: “He [Rufus] didn’t know what 

to make of the new self he was becoming conscious of. He understood that something he 

had been was threatened and he was facing himself and his possibilities for the first time. 

He was questioning his identity” (471). Of course, Sheppard believes that the “self’ 

Rufus is facing is the self that could be an astronaut or someone who is “normal” and 

smart. But when Rufus rejects the shoe and rejects Sheppard’s efforts to change him, he 

becomes a new self because he realizes he prefers his own tattered and tom shoe rather
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than the new, shiny shoe Sheppard ordered for him. In a way, by denying the new shoe, 

Rufus denies the “new, shiny” world that Sheppard would like to give him—advantages 

and disadvantages alike. After Rufus firmly denies Sheppard’s attempts to normalize 

him, he discovers he has the ability to comfort and befriend Norton and meanwhile 

irritate Sheppard. He and Norton become inseparable. By embracing and fully accepting 

his foot the way it is, Rufus is more able to reach out to Norton and combat Sheppard’s 

insistence that Norton’s mother’s soul did not go anywhere when she died. Norton longs 

for someone to talk to him about his mother’s death, and although his intentions are 

dubious at best, Rufus is able to supply Norton with comfort.

Sheppard continuously patronizes Rufus as a way to classify himself as the more 

able of the two, but his assertions only make him more ineffective. By telling Rufus that 

he can be anything he wants to be, Sheppard believes he is a model citizen for 

encouraging the disabled to reach their dreams. Rufus sees through Sheppard’s 

condescension. Along with believing that the disabled need extra encouragement, 

Sheppard believes Rufus needs to hear that he, Sheppard, understands that Rufus steals 

and lies because he is bitter about being disabled. Rufus is aghast. He insists that 

Sheppard not use his clubfoot as an excuse for bad behavior. Rufus wants to behave 

badly, and not because he has a clubfoot, but because he enjoys bad behavior: “Listen at 

him!” Johnson screamed. “I lie and steal because I ’m good at it! My foot don’t have a 

thing to do with it! The lame shall enter first! The halt’ll be gathered together. When I 

get ready to be saved, JesusT1 save me, not that lying stinking atheist. . . ” (480). By 

trying to present himself as more able and well adjusted than Rufus and Norton,
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Sheppard overlooks his own emotional disabilities that hinder him from loving and 

reaching out to his son. Sheppard is so obsessed with “normalizing” the people around 

him that he fails to see that if to be normal is to be like him, then nobody is interested.

By using Sheppard as a voice for normalcy, O’Connor suggests that to be normal is to be 

dysfunctional.

O’Connor demonstrates how the disabled enable the able-bodied when Sheppard 

unintentionally gives himself away and says to Rufus: “And I need somebody to teach 

him [Norton]. How about helping me out? Stay here for a while with us. I need your 

help” (457). At this time, Sheppard is far from understanding the truth of his words, but 

as the end of the story reveals, Sheppard needs Rufus desperately. Rufus is able to be 

what Sheppard thinks he needs because of his clubfoot and because he is disabled. The 

foot incites pivotal, identity-altering moments for Rufus and Sheppard. Because of their 

relationship to the foot, Rufus and Sheppard discover their “new selves”; Rufus discovers 

he is content with who he is and Sheppard discovers he is not. The text describes Rufus’s 

foot as a “weapon ready for use” and uses the metaphor to contrast the foot with the 

orthopedic shoe, which was a “black slick shapeless object, shining hideously. It looked 

like a blunt weapon, highly polished” (451, 470). Compared to the orthopedic shoe that 

is only a “blunt weapon,” the clubfoot is an effective weapon that allows Rufus to defend 

and protect who he is (451). It keeps Sheppard from controlling him. It is a weapon that 

enables Rufus to keep his identity.8

A surface analysis would position Rufus and Sheppard on opposite ends of the 

axis that separates the binaries disabled and able-bodied. Rufus is poor, abandoned,
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beaten by a grandfather, mischievous, and physically disabled. Sheppard is successful, 

fiscally secure, charitable, educated, and reasonably athletic. Rufus breaks into houses 

and Sheppard coaches a Little League baseball team. Yet for Sheppard, “the boy’s eyes 

were like distorting mirrors in which he saw himself made hideous and grotesque” (474). 

The able-bodied and disabled are reflections of each other. By juxtaposing a 

quintessentially able-body with a disabled one, O’Connor emphasizes the relativity of the 

normative construct. Every attribute that Sheppard considers an ability or advantage is an 

attribute that contributes to his incapacity and emotional dysfunction as a father. Every 

part of Rufus that Sheppard believes to be a problem or a disability proves to be a quality 

in Rufus that enables the boy to save himself and Sheppard from Sheppard’s normalizing 

ideology.

O’Connor uses the self-assured, even rebellious, aspects of Rufus and Hulga to 

dismiss an ideology she despised—an ideology that shuts out a higher power and 

proposes that humans have absolute control over the world and each other. O’Connor 

describes her frustration with the “popular” belief that “in order to see clearly one must 

believe nothing” in a letter to Shirley Abbott, a student inquiring about the “morality” of 

O’Connor’s message:

My “message” (if you want to call it that) is a highly moral one. I believe 

that the writer’s moral sense must coincide with his dramatic sense and 

this means that moral judgment has to be implicit in the act of vision. Let 

me make no bones about it: I write from the standpoint of Christian 

orthodoxy. Nothing is more repulsive to me than the idea of myself
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setting up a little universe of my own choosing and propounding a little

immoralistic [sic] message. (HOB 147)

Sheppard and Mrs. Hopewell both act and send “messages” that reflect a problematic 

ideology, probably even a repulsive ideology according to O’Connor’s standards. Rufus 

and Hulga’s perspectives suggest a troubling similarity between the way Sheppard and 

Mrs. Hopewell view the world around them—they both think they know all there is to 

know about good behavior and good people. In their words and actions, Mrs. Hopewell 

and Sheppard both purport to be god-like figures. Mrs. Hopewell is perhaps less 

ambitious and controlling than Sheppard, but she, too, has “set up a little universe where 

her perspective is the only right perspective. She is constantly telling Hulga to smile, and 

she maintains with as much authority as she can muster that “good country people are 

the “salt of the earth”—the only really wholesome people around. Hulga adamantly 

resists Mrs. Hopewell’s ideology and does everything she can to upset her mother’s 

ordered universe. Hulga and Rufus are certainly not perfect—they can both be 

outrageously offensive—but they both see the hollowness of Mrs. Hopewell s and 

Sheppard’s limiting and normalizing perspectives. Hulga and Rufus see that neither Mrs. 

Hopewell nor Sheppard have experienced a moment that reveals to them their own 

vulnerabilities and weaknesses. In short, Mrs. Hopewell and Sheppard believe there is 

little difference between them and God. They think of themselves as perfect. Rufus 

points this quality of Sheppard’s out to Norton when he says, “‘God, kid, how do you 

stand it?’ His face was stiff with outrage. ‘He thinks he’s Jesus Christ!”’ (459). Rufus 

believes Sheppard thinks of himself as a Christlike figure because Sheppard expends so
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much effort on trying to save Rufus. Mrs. Hopewell is not as explicit in her desire to 

“save” Hulga, but she is as convinced as Sheppard that she has a clear read on all the 

people around her. In the story, Mrs. Hopewell never questions her own decisions, never 

wonders if there is not something she could do differently. Like Rufus, Hulga lashes out 

in frustration and tries to show her mother that there might be more than one way to see 

the world. Hulga’s religious, or irreligious, beliefs are not ambiguous—she clearly sees 

herself as one who does not believe in a god, so she would never say to Mrs. Hopewell 

that she is acting like “God.” But O’Connor cleverly inserts her own orthodoxy into the 

voice of Hulga by aligning words in a certain way. Hulga screams at her mother, 

“Woman! Do you ever look inside? Do you ever look inside and see what you are notl 

God!” (276). Hulga’s exclamation is an attempt to show Mrs. Hopewell that she is not 

perfect. O’Connor places the word “God” next to Hulga’s inquiry so that even though 

Hulga did not say it explicitly, O’Connor makes it clear that Mrs. Hopewell has yet to 

realize she is not as perfect nor as omniscient as a higher being.

The actions of these stories prove that Mrs. Hopewell and Sheppard are both 

wrong in one of the most devastating and tragic ways possible. They are so wrong, so 

deceived about their abilities and intuitions, that their beliefs lead their own children 

harm’s way. Mrs. Hopewell believes that Manley is just “good country people” and 

invites him into the house for dinner—ultimately setting up the meeting between him and 

Hulga that leads to the virtual rape of her daughter. Although the confiscation of her leg 

may bring Hulga to a new understanding of herself, the act is presumably no less 

traumatic for her. Like a child, Hulga believes what her mother believes. She falls for
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Manley because she believes in his innocence and because she thinks she can teach him 

all the things she has learned from her books. Norton also believes his father. His father 

tells him that he is in the “space age,” and that anything he wants to do, he can do 

himself. Like Hulga, Norton trusts and acts on what his parent and surrogate parent, 

Rufus, tells him. Mrs. Hopewell’s and Sheppard’s blind faith in their own abilities is 

powerfully hurtful because they remain physically unscathed while their children suffer 

the consequences.

For O’Connor, the universe is clearly composed of physical and spiritual abilities 

and disabilities. The physical and spiritual are always linked; O’Connor, like her church, 

“holds a sacramental view of life” (Labrie 7). Physical abilities or disabilities are not just 

symbolic of spiritual deficiencies; they are often the manifestation of such deficiencies. 

When Haze runs over Solace Layfield, his actions do not simply represent his spiritual 

condition; his physical actions result from his spiritual condition. His physical state is 

deeply connected to his spiritual state. Every action a character makes has physical and 

spiritual importance. Nothing is ever simply symbolic. O’Connor disagrees with the use 

of symbols as a means of explaining morality, and one of her more famous letters reveals 

her conviction on the matter. In this letter, O’Connor recounts a conversation where she 

was called upon to defend the Catholic belief in transubstantiation—the belief that the 

natural and supernatural world can coexist in the same object:

Toward the morning the conversation turned on the Eucharist, which I, 

being the Catholic, was obviously supposed to defend. Mrs. Broadwater 

said when she was a child and received the Host, she thought of it as the
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Holy Ghost, He being the “most portable” person in the Trinity; now she 

thought of it as a symbol and implied that it was a pretty good one. I then 

said, in a very shaky voice, “Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with it.” (HOB 

125).

Certainly O’Connor’s stories use symbols and metaphors to convey meaning. For 

instance, Haze’s car could be said to symbolize a coffin, but for the important matters, 

symbols do not suffice. If O’Connor’s message is “highly moral,” then the characters’s 

abilities and disabilities manifesting their true morality are important matters. O’Connor 

does not use disability to symbolize a character, and she scolds the characters that try to 

get away with such a notion, such as Asa Hawks perception of blindness or Sheppard’s of 

Rufus’s foot.

The stories Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter 

First” all destabilize the definition and construct of what it means to be able-bodied and 

disabled. Hazel, Hulga, and Rufus realize that their ability to know themselves is 

inextricably linked to the knowledge and acceptance of their disability. The hierarchical 

oppositions able-bodied and disabled are questioned and reversed in O’Connor’s fiction 

because more often than not the able-bodied depend on their own or another’s disability 

or they realize that to be able is to be disabled. Each story positions physical or spiritual 

ability in relation to physical disability so that nothing substantial is achieved until a 

character understands that his greatest capacity often depends on his greatest incapacity.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PHYSICAL AND SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE OF

FREEDOM AND CONFINEMENT

Images of freedom or confinement are often used to convey a character’s 

emotional state: the image of a man driving on an open highway with the window rolled 

down and radio turned up; the picture of a girl whimpering in a bam loft while she 

watches the man she thought was her lover scamper across a green “lake”; a boy loudly 

entering a house that is not his own, sauntering into the living room, demanding, “Go in 

the kitchen and make me some food.” The forcefulness or timidity of movement reflects 

feeling and emotion. The physical mobility that the man driving in the car enjoys could 

be reflective of an emotional freedom—he has nothing to worry about, nothing to hold 

him back. Similarly, the girl in the loft could be as unable to understand her emotions as 

she is unable to move. The boy who thrusts himself into the stranger’s home appears 

confident, sure of himself, and even threatening. Movement is often used to convey 

emotion or to provide characterization. When oppositional images of freedom and 

confinement are consistently used to characterize the able-bodied and disabled, 

respectively, the use of these images becomes problematic. Certainly, some people are 

more agile than others, and often the nature of disability simply restricts movement or 

limits mobility without any metaphorical significance. A problem arises, however, when 

the disabled’s physical immobility becomes the focal point of his existence—when the 

depiction of the disabled as infinitely confined suggests that he cannot experience any 

kind of freedom. Because of the emotional quality of movement or because movement 

can be used to reflect a character’s emotional state, the consistent and deliberate pairing
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of limited movement with the disabled character often results in a dangerous stereotype: 

the disabled are stunted physically and emotionally. The frequent presentation of the 

disabled as immobile suggests that disability is a means of emotional and physical 

confinement. In Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First,” 

O’Connor revisits notions of freedom and confinement and reveals their strengths and 

weaknesses. She shows how moments of paralysis can inform and focus a character’s 

encounter with freedom and how an abuse of freedom can lead to moments of spiritual 

paralysis and even death.

Often in literature, the able-bodied are portrayed as more free because of a agility 

or confidence, and the disabled are typically portrayed as more limited, either physically 

or emotionally, because of physical pain or perceived insecurity. In her book Take Up 

Thy Bed and Walk. Lois Keith looks at the way literature, especially children’s literature, 

introduces self-effacing, disabled characters (such as Helen Bums of Charlotte Bronte’s 

Jane Eyre), who are used to stimulate the development and growth of the able-bodied 

protagonists and to remain in one place while the able-bodied come and go. Keith claims 

that, especially in the nineteenth century, disabled characters were used for two reasons: 

to make readers feel pity or charity, or to teach morality since disability was believed a 

punishment for misbehavior. Keith suggests that disability is used as an embodiment of 

punishment, especially in children’s literature (for instance, in the book Polyanna), 

because of disability’s connection to emotional, social, and physical limitations. Because 

disability is often characterized as a mysterious affliction that physically confines its 

victim and controls the victim’s life, it is seen to punish the victim by leaving him
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without mastery over his movement. Tropes of freedom and confinement are too often 

used to distinguish the able-bodied from the disabled.

Like the constructs able-bodied and disabled, freedom and confinement are paired 

together in an unstable hierarchical opposition that tends to empower freedom by 

contrasting it with confinement. To have freedom is to have ownership of one’s life, 

unlimited mobility, or the physical and emotional space to make choices. Confinement 

suggests limitations, obligations, immobility, even paralysis—the complete inability to 

move or make any decisions. When the disabled are constantly portrayed as subject to 

confinement, whether the confinement is physical, emotional or social, such a portrayal 

perpetuates the belief that a disability is a punishment. Pairs of hierarchical oppositions 

build off of and rely on each other. The ahle-bodied construct gains strength and position 

through its association with mobility or with freedom, so those who are considered more 

socially and physically mobile are likely to be considered more able. Similarly, a person 

who is considered immobile is often considered disabled. The respective association 

between mobility and immobility and able-bodied and disabled stabilizes each pair of 

hierarchical oppositions whereas a dissociation destabilizes the hierarchy. If the 

hierarchical oppositions freedom and paralysis are associated with hierarchical 

oppositions able-bodied and disabled, then a reversal of the hierarchy between freedom 

and confinement encourages the reversal of the hierarchy between able-bodied and 

disabled.

Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall 

Enter First” recognize the problematic interrelation between freedom and confinement
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and the able-bodied and disabled. Each story ruptures this relationship by physically and 

spiritually immobilizing the misguided able-bodied character and mobilizing the 

disabled. These three stories weaken the bond between the two pairs of hierarchical 

opposites as they reverse the hierarchy that subordinates confinement to freedom. In 

each story, forceful and dominating uses of freedom result in death or despair, and 

moments of paralysis provide guidance and clarity. O’Connor’s use of freedom and 

paralysis suggests that freedom can only be useful and beneficial when it is informed by 

the qualities of a contemplative stasis or a physical paralysis.

In their analyses of the role disability plays in the lives of O’Connor’s disabled 

characters, some critics link freedom and confinement with the able-bodied and disabled 

by describing disability as mostly a debilitating force in the character s life. In her 

dissertation entitled ‘“You Just Stay Here’: Patterns of Disability, Disconnection, and 

Disillusionment,” Laura Blake posits that “a lack of forward movement [is] symbolized, 

in part caused by, the physical disability [Hulga] possesses” (33). She sees a lack of 

progress” in Hulga and suggests that the “wooden leg is subject to decay . . .  [the leg] is 

symbolic of her lack of growth” (46, 48). By suggesting that Hulga’s disability both 

symbolizes and causes Hulga’s lack of development, Blake describes Hulga’s disability 

as emotionally and physically confining. Her analysis might be true, for Hulga often acts 

with immaturity and naivete, but Blake’s analysis ignores the moment of grace that 

attends Hulga in the loft when she is least capable of movement.

Some of the characters in Wise Blood, “Good Country People,” and “The Lame 

Shall Enter First” also view freedom and paralysis as hierarchical opposites until the

46



subtext and unforgiving voice of the narrator derides their perspectives. After Haze 

spends the night with Mrs. Watts and awakens to find her arm drooped lazily over his 

body, his first inclination is to escape. His one thought is to buy a car, which 

symbolically functions as his coffin.9 Haze expects that an automobile will provide 

unlimited freedom and mobility. He believes the car will enable him to live the life he 

wants to live. In his book A Wreck on the Road to Damascus: Innocence. Guilt, and 

Conversion in Flannery O’Connor. Brian Abel Ragen offers an insightful study of the 

automobile in O’Connor literature that leads to a better understanding of the perceived 

enabling function of the car. Ragen gives a feminist reading of the car’s function when 

he suggests that the men in O’Connor’s stories rely on the car as a means of escaping 

women, who embody duty, obligation, and responsibility for the male runaway: 

“O’Connor shows men attracted by the dream of innocence and freedom—moving men 

who are on the run from women, responsibility, and God, who admit no guilt and accept 

no Redeemer” (xviii). He believes O’Connor is criticizing the Adamic American myth of 

the innocent, ever-moving male. His reading illuminates the way O’Connor uses the 

automobile to make a statement on social irresponsibility but does not focus on how 

O’Connor’s depiction of the automobile investigates, and ultimately refutes, the polarity 

of unlimited and limited movement. In Wise Blood, the car is used to perpetuate the 

myth of innocence, but it is also used to perpetuate the myth of freedom and idealistic 

able-bodiedness. Because the automobile fails Haze so often, O’Connor makes it clear 

that the myth of freedom is as unreliable as the Essex itself.
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Characters from “Good Country People” and “The Lame Shall Enter First” also 

refer to freedom as an advantage only available to able-bodied and able-minded people. 

Similar to the deceived Hazel Motes, Mrs. Hopewell and Hulga pair freedom and 

mobility with the able-bodied. They both believe that if it were not for Hulga’s “weak 

heart,” she would be far away from “these red hills and good country people” (276). In 

“The Lame Shall Enter First,” Sheppard believes that by giving the disabled Rufus 

Johnson a new orthopedic shoe, he will liberate him: “Even a child with normal feet was 

in love with the world after he had got a new pair of shoes. When Norton got a new pair, 

he walked around for days with his eyes on his feet” (459-60). The simplistic, limited 

perspectives of Mrs. Hopewell, Hulga, and Sheppard suggest that freedom is a luxury 

only afforded to the able-bodied. Eventually, Hulga and Sheppard come to understand 

freedom and paralysis in different, more anagogical terms when they are confronted by 

their emotional lack and incapacity to relate to the people around them. Until Hulga and 

Sheppard are both emotionally and physically paralyzed by loss, they see the mobile, 

able-bodied figure as a strictly physical construct—one that is either an example of health 

or purchased through body-enhancing technology.

O’Connor’s estimation of unlimited and limited movement differs greatly from 

that of some of her critics and some of her characters. In her letters, she treats physical 

mobility lightly and with amusement as her own ability to walk declines: “I am learning 

to walk on crutches and I feel like a large stiff anthropoid ape who has no cause to be 

thinking of St. Thomas or Aristotle. . . .  I no longer am going to cross the room without 

making a major decision to do it” (HOB 104, 105). It would be irrational to suppose that
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learning to walk permanently on crutches was not accompanied by a great deal of 

physical and emotional strain. But O’Connor does not whine, despair, or exaggerate her 

physical state because she seems to recognize that freedom is more complicated than the 

ability to walk from place to place with ease and independence. Later in her letters, once 

lupus appears to be permanent, O’Connor looks at her illness and immobility as two 

unlikely gifts:

I have never been anywhere but sick. In a sense, sickness is a place, more 

instructive than a long trip to Europe, and it’s always a place where there’s 

no company, where nobody can follow. Sickness before death is a very 

appropriate thing and I think those who don’t have it miss one of God’s 

mercies. (HOB 163)

O’Connor suggests that the most important place a person can go might be a place within 

herself. Illness can empower the ill because it instructs and individualizes. For 

O’Connor, freedom is not exclusively used to describe the physical ability to move.

When a character’s physical movement keeps him in a state of spiritual paralysis, the 

meaning of freedom is inverted. Likewise, if a character’s mobility is hindered and he is 

forced to be still, he may develop an awareness of self that results in a kind of spiritual or 

emotional freedom.

The settings of O’Connor’s fiction are subject to the dictates of her religion. 

Often, the plot of the story traces the fall and redemption of a character and reflects 

O’Connor’s theological perspective as she explains it in her nonfiction essays in Mystery 

and Manners. O’Connor elaborates on the theology that guides her writing when she

49



says, “Redemption is meaningless unless there is cause for it in the actual life we live.. . .  

There is something in us that demands the redemptive act, that demands that what falls at 

least be offered a chance to be restored” (MM 33, 48). Function and dysfunction are 

redefined according to their operation in a religious context. A seemingly functional 

character, such as Sheppard, is revealed to be dysfunctional because he is so adverse to 

grief or any weakness of the spirit that might lead him to depend on something other than 

himself. O’Connor’s religious context is structured and sustained by religious paradox— 

life is found in death, joy in suffering, grace in pain. A character develops and grows as 

he gets closer to an understanding and acceptance of the religious paradox. Haze’s 

landlady, Mrs. Flood, appears greedy and superficial until she encounters death and “gets 

to the beginning of something she couldn’t begin” (120). Like Julian, who finds his 

mother dead at the end of “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” Mrs. Flood finds 

meaning in a confrontation with death.10 Near the end of her “hard life, without pain and 

without pleasure,” Mrs. Flood’s life changes when she meets Haze and again when she 

realizes he is dead (119). She feels pain, and this pain gives her life meaning. All 

characters are held accountable to the demands of the religious paradoxes, and often their 

worth is measured according to how willingly they die, suffer, or genuinely agonize.

The traditional interpretation and understanding of unlimited movement as 

preferable to restricted movement is subverted in O’Connor’s fiction because the most 

mobile and freedom-loving characters often ignore or rebel against the demands of the 

religious paradoxes. When a person uses unlimited movement to resist suffering or death 

and abuses his freedom by using it as a means for escape, he is rendered spiritually
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disabled by the text. When confinement or a lack of mobility leads a character to 

understand the value of the religious paradox and allows her to dwell on death without 

fear, the lack of mobility empowers her in the most important way possible: it awakens 

her spiritually so that when she moves, she moves in the right direction.

Given that reversals are executed through demonstrations of dependence and 

similarity, true freedom is portrayed as dependent on moments of paralysis in two steps: 

first, the character’s unlimited movement is made to appear aimless, hopeless, or 

dangerous, and second, the aimless or harmful movement finds direction and meaning in 

the experience of immobility. Haze’s physical movement in Wise Blood is executed with 

fickleness, indecision and ultimately with danger to himself and others until his means for 

mobility, his car, is pushed off the embankment by the police officer. In “Good Country 

People,” O’Connor casts controlling and intrusive movement in Mrs. Freeman and 

Manley Pointer in a critical light. In their cases, the freedom to behave and move 

wherever they want is inseparable from their spiritual stagnation because they use their 

freedom to control others for the sake of feeling powerful. In “The Lame Shall Enter 

First,” when Sheppard leaves to “go out and find [Rufus] and bring him here,” he relies 

on mobility as a means to control Rufus. In all three stories, unlimited freedom leads to 

confinement, and experiences of paralysis produce focused, meaningful movement.

John Desmond suggests that a character’s movement can be used as a metonymy 

for the condition of his soul, observing that, “O’Connor identifies essence with 

movement, that is to say with action and spirit, the invisible force or power of being that 

makes a thing or action what it is absolutely” (148). By linking essence and movement,
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Desmond suggests that a character’s being, his anxiety or contentment or frustration, can 

be reflected in his physical motions. For example, anxious movement reflects an anxious 

soul. When Hazel Motes gets off the train, he has no idea where he is or where he is 

going: “He walked the length of the station and then he walked back as if he might be 

going to get on the train again. His face was stem and determined under the heavy hat.

No one observing him would have known that he had nowhere to go” (14). Haze moves 

vigorously and walks with a look of determination, but the narrative suggests that his 

steely resolution is only an overcompensation for his spiritual indirection. In order for 

Haze to have physical direction he must have spiritual direction.

In his essay “The Cage of Matter: The World As Zoo in Flannery O’Connor’s 

Wise Blood.” William Allen recognizes the aimlessness of Haze’s movement when he 

says, “Haze’s incessant movements within it [the train] are meaningless. O’Connor’s 

ultimate intention is to suggest that all human movement—even Haze’s journey ‘halfway 

around the world’—is insignificant in cosmic terms” (263). The incessant and 

purposeless quality of Haze’s movement is evident, but it is not completely insignificant 

in “cosmic terms.” It is significant because his unfocused movement is a physical 

reflection of his spiritual condition. In order to alert Haze to his condition, O’Connor 

places ominous warnings in his path to try to slow him down. He sees 666 signs when he 

is driving and the Essex is constantly breaking down, but these signs and hindrances only 

intensify his desire to move on. As he resists the warning signs, his movement becomes 

reactionary. His movement becomes more frenetic as he insists on overcoming or 

reacting against the obstacles that try to slow him down. For the first half of the novel,
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everything Haze does is a forceful assertion of his desire for freedom. He moves around 

frantically, leaves his woman when he feels a tinge of confinement, and escapes his 

community at the first onset of frustration. He does all this as a way to make his freedom 

evident to himself and others. Haze is determined to move on without looking back and 

without relying on anyone but himself. Through his actions, O’Connor suggests that a 

feverish desire for freedom leads to abandonment and neglect of any person or place that 

frustrates or challenges him.

When the police officer pushes Haze’s Essex off the embankment, Haze 

experiences paralysis. He is stunned, motionless. After that moment, his physical 

movement is focused and meaningful. His forward momentum has been stilled and 

limited; rather than speeding onward to the next town, Haze spends three hours walking 

back to Taulkinham. Mrs. Flood often comments on the peculiarity of Haze’s stillness. 

She says, “Even when he was sitting motionless in a chair, his face had the look of 

straining toward something” (111). In contrast to his frantic life before the loss of his car 

and his sight, Haze prefers to be still. Even though he is physically motionless, his face 

reflects the activity and desires of his soul. He finds the focus and direction he needs in 

his soul rather than in experiments with physical movement. On the train with Mrs. 

Hitchcock, Haze resists her assumption that he is going home and says ambivalently, 

“You might as well go one place as another. That’s all I know” (5). Before he blinds 

himself, he behaves according to the rules of trial and error. He believes that he will 

know what he wants when he gets it or when he gets there; after he loses his car and 

blinds himself, he knows what he wants because he knows himself.
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Mrs. Flood’s appearance in the end of the story serves as a reflection of Haze’s 

trouble before blindness and as a contrast to Haze’s serenity after blindness. When he and 

Mrs. Flood sit on the front porch, Haze only sits while Mrs. Flood feels inclined to rock 

and talk for hours (112). He is so still that he resembles a “corpse,” and when she is with 

him, Mrs. Flood thinks “it would be a good thing if he had something to do with his 

hands, something to bring him out of himself and get him in connection with the real 

world again” (112, 113). Mrs. Flood, who is characterized by a need for action, cannot 

understand how Haze can be satisfied with doing nothing. She seems to believe that the 

only satisfying action is physical, while the chastened Haze is satisfied by the action and 

movement of his spirit. Mrs. Flood’s observation of Haze reveals an important 

distinction made explicit in the portrayal of movement and stillness in Wise Blood.

When Haze moved about maniacally, he took little time to look inside himself. He used 

movement as an escape from his feelings. When he is still, he is so contemplative that 

Mrs. Flood feels compelled to help “bring him out of himself.” Too much freedom or too 

much dependence on movement often creates a spiritual vacancy because it distracts and 

deters a character from acknowledging the truth of his condition. Moments of stillness, 

however, leave the character in thoughtful solitude. Although Haze is blind and impeded 

by a limp, he has a more rewarding physical experience than while he could see 

everything and walk wherever he wanted. He does not move nearly as much as he once 

did, but he moves with focus and gratification. He does the things he wants to do and 

goes to the places he wants to go. When the policemen try to stop him because they think 

he needs to pay his rent, Haze insists, “I want to go on where I ’m going,” (120) a
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statement that may refer to his physical destination or, possibly, to his imminent death. 

His blindness and limp provide focus and clarity to his physical direction because they

inform his spiritual condition.

In Wise Blood, O’Connor reverses the hierarchical opposition freedom and 

paralysis by characterizing unlimited movement and infinite choice as characteristic of 

meaningless chaos. She also reverses the opposition by presenting instances in which 

freedom depends on an experience of paralysis, or where the able-bodied person, who 

believes and trusts in his physical capacities, is immobilized until he encounters 

disability. Believing in freedom and endless opportunity, Haze appears foolish and 

wishful when he defends the unreliability of his automobile Essex. When the Essex 

breaks down for the second time, he walks over to a gas station and meets a one-armed 

man. The man scoots under the car and attempts to fix it while Haze declares from

above, “That’s a good ca r  That car’ll get me anywhere I want to go” (65). The man

cannot fix the car from underneath, so Haze insists that the man give him a push. He 

does, and the Essex finally starts. Comically, Haze asserts again, “I told you this car 

would get me anywhere I wanted to go,” and the man returns, Some things 11 get some 

folks somewheres” (65). Not only does the one-armed man manage to enable Haze 

physically by giving him a push, but he also gives Haze some prophetic advice. 

Understanding what Haze learns later, he points out that the car may get Haze 

somewhere, but it will not be where he wants or needs to go. Until Haze experiences 

physical and emotional paralysis on the embankment, his mobility and freedom are
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useless. Thus, Haze’s freedom is meaningless until it is informed through an experience 

of paralysis.

In “Good Country People,” unlimited physical movement is not depicted as 

aimless, as it is in Wise Blood; it is depicted as controlling and needy. O’Connor 

condemns the intrusive and indiscreet use of movement in Manley Pointer and Mrs. 

Freeman. The many similarities between these two suggest Freeman could be a 

doppelganger for Pointer: they both treat Hulga’s wooden leg voyeuristically, and in the 

end, when Mrs. Freeman declares that she could never be as simple as Manley, is it clear 

that she not only could be but is as simple-minded as the Bible salesman who objectifies

the world around him.

O’Connor introduces movement into “Good Country People” immediately when 

she uses it to personify Mrs. Freeman’s expressions: “Besides the neutral expression that 

she wore when she was alone, Mrs. Freeman had two others, forward and reverse, that 

she used for her human dealings. Her forward expression was steady and driving like the 

advance of a heavy truck. Her eyes never swerved to the left or righ t. .  .”(271). Using 

movement to personify Mrs. Freeman’s expressions is a brilliant way to characterize the 

stare of the voyeur. The voyeur’s gaze is a kind of movement because of its desire to 

immobilize the object of its gaze. Rosemarie Garland-Thomson describes the stare in its 

relationship to the disabled in her essay “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of 

Disability in Popular Photography”: “Staring at disability choreographs a visual relation 

between a spectator and a spectacle . . .  staring constitutes disability identity by 

manifesting the power relations between the subject positions of disabled and able
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bodied” (56-57). The voyeuristic stare of Mrs. Freeman attempts to freeze and objectify 

the person in front of her, who is often Hulga. In the personification of Mrs. Freeman’s 

expressions as steady and driving, O’Connor suggests that the stare is a type of 

movement used by the able-bodied to reassert her position over the disabled, who is often 

vulnerable to being immobilized and objectified by the stare.

The voyeuristic gaze links Pointer to Freeman. Both are unabashedly fascinated 

by Hulga’s leg. In addition to denoting Manley as a “pointer,” O’Connor uses describes 

Manley’s gaze in terms of movement: “He was gazing at her with open curiosity, with 

fascination, like a child watching a new fantastic animal at the zoo, and he was breathing 

as if he had run a great distance to reach her” (283). The association of Manley’s gaze 

with running suggests that the gaze is used by the able-bodied Pointer to physically reach 

Hulga. It is an expression of need and urgency and betrays the image he has tried to

construct for himself.

Manley’s sense of himself revolves around concepts power and freedom. He 

deceives women and confiscates their most personal possessions in order to feel powerful 

and “manly.” But his desire for control controls him. He is controlled physically and 

emotionally by his compulsion to collect stolen souvenirs, which are contained in and 

symbolized by his suitcase. The end of the story reveals that Hulga and Manley are very 

different people, but Manley’s question to Hulga, “Don’t you think some people was 

meant to meet on account of what all they got in common and all? Like they both think 

serious thoughts and all?” hints ironically at a few things they share (284). They both 

think serious thoughts about themselves. Hulga makes a spectacle of herself by
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exaggerating the effects of her leg, and Manley makes a spectacle of himself by dragging 

his valise along on a date. Hulga and Manley have both constructed ideas of themselves 

based on objects. Hulga uses her name—her “highest creative act”—and her wooden leg 

to construct an identity, and Manley uses novelty items, the material symbols of his life- 

experience and supposed power over women, in order to construct his identity. In many 

ways, Hulga’s idea of herself brings her to her most sympathetic moment. Her notions of 

self bring her down but lead her to a moment of grace, a moment of revelation in the loft 

when she realizes she holds the same beliefs as her mother; Manley’s notions of self just 

bring him down.

Manley’s suitcase brings him down because it weighs a lot, literally and 

- figuratively. The spiritual and emotional deprivation evident in Manley’s devotion to the 

objects is apparent in the burdensome physical weight of the suitcase. Nearly every 

reference to the suitcase is accompanied by a reference to its weight and physical effect 

on the Bible salesman. When he first appears on the Hopewells’s doorstep, he is weighed 

down: “he had appeared at the door, carrying a large, black suitcase that weighted him so

heavily on one side that he had to brace himself against the door facing He seemed

on the point of collapse” and when he first meets Hulga, “he came down the steps toward 

her, bent to the side with his heavy valise” (277, 280). The valise weighs him down as he 

tries to climb the ladder to the loft. The suitcase certainly contributes to the plot 

development, but it also underscores the absurdity of Manley’s character and his 

relationship to Hulga. The valise represents the idea Manley has of himself, and, like 

Hulga, who cares for her wooden leg as if it were her own soul, Manley is desperately
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attached to his suitcase. He takes it everywhere. His unwillingness to leave the suitcase 

behind symbolizes his unwillingness to modify his own ideas of himself. The objects in 

the suitcase are part of the identity that Manley has constructed, but the suitcase alone is 

also significant. It is a symbol of transience and mobility. Manley collects the personal 

objects of women because he is trying to construct a powerful and controlled identity; he 

keeps the objects in a suitcase becomes he believes he is mobile and free.

Both Mrs. Freeman and Manley use expressions of mobility other than the 

intrusive stare to control the world around them. The farmer that Mrs. Freeman worked 

for before arriving at the Hopewells described her as a busybody; if she was not the first 

person to arrive at a situation worthy of the gossip mill, then she was probably dead, he 

said (272). Manley, too, has banqueted on the business of others when he goes from door 

to door disguised as a Bible salesman. Similar to Hazel Motes’s grandfather, who was a 

missionary moving from town to town so as to tell people they were going to hell, 

Manley claims he wants to be in the most active field of religion— the missions. In all 

his interactions with Hulga, Manley uses his mobility to stay in control. He takes her on 

walks, insists she climb a ladder into the loft, and bombards her with kisses that will 

supposedly lead her to a revelation of her love for him. While he kisses her face, 

“making noises like a fish,” he impedes her vision by taking off her glasses and putting 

them in his pocket (287). Of course, his most abrasive physical action occurs when he 

removes Hulga’s leg and takes it away from her. In each instance, Manley uses his 

physical mobility as a means of immobilizing Hulga.
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Hulga only dreams of moving the way Manley does. In many ways, Hulga has 

convinced herself that she and Manley move in the same way; she walks with him and 

even ascends the ladder into the loft with ease. In her dreams, she moves not only with 

ease but with aggression—the kind of aggression she encounters in Manley in the loft. 

Envisioning herself as the forceful seducer, she ironically foreshadows her role as the 

seduced. Hulga dreams that she will take “all his [Manley’s] shame away and turn it into 

something useful,” but this is what happens to her (284). When Manley takes her leg, he 

forces Hulga to see herself as she is. Until this moment, Hulga has used her leg as a 

barrier to hide behind and as a representation of herself: “Hulga got up and stumped, with 

about twice the noise that was necessary, into her room and locked the door” (282). By 

stumping noisily and “lumbering into the bathroom,”(275) Hulga deliberately accentuates 

her difference from those around her, especially her mother. Part of what Hulga uses to 

construct her identity is the belief that she is nothing like her mother, and she exaggerates 

the noise and presence of her leg because she knows her mother finds it “ugly.” Between 

dreaming of sexual encounters and stumping around her house, Hulga is constantly trying 

to create and control the way she is perceived by others. Her self-construction is often 

undermined in moments when she is revealed to be the opposite of who she thought she 

was. This reversal, such as when she becomes the seduced rather than the seducer, 

reveals her absolute lack of control.

In addition to the reversal of her dream in the encounter with Manley, Hulga 

foreshadows another reversal when she changes her name. When she changed her name 

from Joy to Hulga, she “had a vision of the name Hulga working like the ugly sweating
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Vulcan who stayed in the lumace and to whom presumably, the goddess had to come 

when called” (275). Curiously enough, the allusion to Vulcan, the Roman god of fire 

and metal-working who is also lame, seems to be a description of Manley, not Hulga. 

Hulga imagines that she is Vulcan because of her disability and because of her yearning 

for solitary, enduring power, but it is Manley who is linked to the lame Vulcan at the 

story’s end. Whereas Hulga imagined that the goddess would come to her when called, 

she becomes the goddess: “he [Manley] laid these out in front of her one at a time in an 

evenly-spaced row, like one presenting offerings at the shrine of a goddess (289). 

Despite Hulga’s dreams and desires, Manley is the “ugly, sweating” Vulcan, and she is 

the goddess who comes when called. Although Hulga initially tries to convince herself 

that she is in complete control of the situation, what she realizes in the loft is that she is 

capable of vulnerability and human longing. At first, she sees her interaction with 

Manley as a cerebral experience, but eventually her thoughts turn cloudy. She is 

described as the goddess at the story’s climax when it becomes apparent that human 

emotion, rather than logical understanding, has been guiding and controlling her actions. 

She comes to Manley—meets him at the steps in front of her home and follows him to 

the bam and into the loft—because her heart, not her brain, tells her to.

In all of her dreams and visions, Hulga imagines herself as an aggressor, and all 

the objects she uses to construct her identity are enablers—the thick glasses, the 

educational reading, the wooden leg. She values her leg, cares for it like her “own soul, 

because it physically enables her. But as the one-armed man tells Haze, some things will 

only take some people so far, and Hulga’s wooden leg is just such a thing. Manley
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paralyzes Hulga in the loft when he takes her leg. He has taken away all her material and 

artificial enablers—her glasses and her wooden leg. With these enablers, Hulga is 

capable of creating a construct of who she is, hence the name change, the unnecessary 

stomping, and the reading of intellectual and nihilist texts. As is the case with so many of 

O’Connor’s characters— Sheppard, Haze, Julian of “Everything That Rises Must 

Converge,” Mrs. Turpin of “Revelation,” and the grandmother of “A Good Man is Hard 

to Find”—Hulga is left at the end of the story with her most valued illusions taken from 

her. Although O’Connor’s stories rarely make the internal change explicit, characters 

like Hulga lose their illusions and find their often hopeless selves in the moments when 

they are the most helpless and therefore, the most dependent on grace.

Hulga and Norton from “The Lame Shall Enter First” share a fascination with 

freedom that manifests itself in their choice of wardrobe: they both wear shirts with the 

faded picture of a cowboy charging across the front. Although it is Norton’s final action, 

his jump into the sky, that emotionally paralyzes his father Sheppard, it is the fight for 

control between Rufus and Sheppard that determines most of the action in the story.

Both Sheppard and Rufus move forcefully in the story. In one of his first references to 

Rufus, Sheppard declares, “I’m going out and find him and bring him here” (446). 

Sheppard associates freedom and mobility with the able-bodied, and so he believes that 

he must go out and get the clubfooted Rufus rather than trust the boy to come to him. 

Sheppard tries to control every aspect of Norton’s and Rufus’s lives, and his external 

movement reflects his internal desire for control. In the scene where Rufus brings the
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Bible to the dinner table, the difference in purpose and desire between Rufus and 

Sheppard’s movements in this scene is clear:

Sheppard leaned forward and said in a low, furious voice, “Put that Bible 

up, Rufus, and eat your dinner.” Johnson continued searching for the 

passage.

“Put that Bible up!” Sheppard shouted. The boy stopped and 

looked up. His expression was startled but pleased.

“That book is something for you to hide behind,” Sheppard said.

“It’s for cowards, for people who are afraid to stand on their own 

feet and figure things out for themselves.” Johnson’s eyes snapped. He

backed his chair a little way from the table Sheppard reached across

the table to grab the book but Johnson snatched it and put it his lap. (477) 

Although Rufus’s movements toward Norton are described as “predatory,” his physical 

responses to Sheppard are passive, if not passive aggressive. Sheppard leans forward, 

shouts, reaches, and grabs—all physical gestures of overt aggression. In contrast, 

Rufus’s movement is controlled and defensive. Sheppard does all the talking, but 

Rufus’s resistance provokes Sheppard all the more effectively for its silence. Rufus s 

responses to Sheppard are cold and conniving, but they still demonstrate that controlled 

movement is more effective than that which is wild and unfocused. Sheppard is more 

affected by what Rufus does not say than Rufus is affected by Sheppard’s screams. The 

movement of each character reflects the true nature of his position in the conversation. 

Sheppard believes he is in control, but his movement reveals how out of control he is.
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Because he senses that he has no control over Rufus, he uses movement—leaning, 

grabbing, and reaching—as a futile attempt to reclaim a position of authority.

Consciously or not, Sheppard uses movement, like Manley Pointer, as a way of trying to 

control another person, a person whom he believes to be weaker than himself.

In addition to relying on movement as a way to physically control Rufus,

Sheppard also employs the idea of freedom and mobility in an attempt to emotionally 

control him. Sheppard repeatedly tells Rufus that he can be anything he wants to be, 

most notably an astronaut. For Sheppard, the astronaut represents the greatest form of 

movement—the ability to leave Earth and visit another planet. The danger of believing 

so wholeheartedly in physical mobility is tragically reflected in his son Norton s response 

to his father’s words. Norton desperately wants to be near his mother; he wants to feel 

her and see her. He has fatally misconstrued and confused his father’s and Rufus’s 

beliefs. Rufus tells Norton his mother exists but does not appear to explain how Norton 

might be comforted or how he might communicate with her, except to say he must be 

dead. Sheppard swears by spacecraft and suggests that the astronaut, who can enter 

space, epitomizes movement and connection. Believing in Rufus’s claim that his mother 

exists, Norton also believes in his father’s fervor for space travel. Norton comes to 

believe he can do anything he wants, even be an “astronaut” and even find his mother. In 

Norton’s fatal “flight into space,” Sheppard sees how his insistence that the boys think 

about flying to the moon instead of heaven and hell is perilously distorted in his son’s 

trust and belief in him. Rufus, who sees through Sheppard and distrusts him, has a clear 

understanding of the limitations of movement. But like the impressionable Hulga, Norton
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wears the shirt of the iconic cowboy and has yet to abandon the myth of unconditional 

freedom and unlimited movement. When Sheppard tells Norton that he can be anything 

he wants to be, that he can go to the moon, Norton believes him. By insisting on man- 

made over spiritually informed mobility, Sheppard tragically misleads his son.

Wise Blood, “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First” all depict 

characters obsessed with freedom and unlimited mobility. Each character places his trust 

in a symbol of mobility: Haze in the automobile, Pointer in his job as a traveling 

salesman and in his suitcase, and Sheppard in the space industry. Each symbol represents 

a human attempt to supplement a supposed void where something or someone was not 

moving fast or far enough. The desire for something to go faster or farther or to reach 

more people opposes the introspective, contemplative qualities of stillness. O’Connor 

questions the split between freedom and stasis by suggesting that in order for freedom to 

be worthy of the name, it must be experienced in relation to confinement. The promise of 

freedom is undermined when freedom proves to be useless or dangerous. According to 

O’Connor’s anagogical vision, movement can cause spiritual regression when it functions 

as a deterrent or as a means of control that drives the character’s focus away from himself

and onto the others around him.

When he is most physically active or most adamant about his freedom, Haze is 

described as paralyzed. After Enoch discovers that Haze is looking for him at the zoo, he 

finds Haze with a face that looked “as if it had a shout closed up in it; it looked like one 

of those closet doors in gangster pictures where someone is tied to a chair behind it with a 

towel in his mouth” (44). Haze is looking for Enoch, and he thinks he has something to
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say to him, but he cannot say a word. He is looking for Enoch because he is intent on 

finding Asa Hawks and his daughter Sabbath. He is intent on getting their address from 

Enoch, yet when he finds him, he struggles to get these simple words out of his mouth. 

When Haze is in his car, which is his “something that moved fast, in privacy, to the place 

he wanted to be,” he has dreams of paralysis: “Haze stayed in his car about an hour and 

had a bad experience in it. He dreamed he was not dead, but buried” (82, 95). His dream 

of burial makes sense considering that O’Connor intended that his car symbolize his 

coffin, but the fact that he is buried but not dead lends added significance to the symbol 

of the coffin. Because of the role of religious paradox in O’Connor’s stories, death is not 

meant to be a frightening or negative experience. When Norton dies in “The Lame Shall 

Enter First,” his death is tragic for his father, but Norton’s interactions with Rufus 

suggest that Norton’s death brings him to his mother in the way Rufus said it would. 

Similarly, at the end of Wise Blood, Haze appears to long for, or at least to be ready, to 

die. Religious paradox maintains that death is necessary for life. That Haze only dreams 

of being buried, rather than dead, while he is in the car suggests that his reliance on the 

car for freedom is his greatest source of error. As the car moves Haze around the city and 

as he uses it to run over his adversary Layfield, the car confines him and his dream 

suggests that he senses this confinement but is not prepared to accept or change it.

When his car flies off the embankment, he has a revelation. In O’Connor’s 

stories, revelations occur once a character’s movement has been stilled. The revelation 

mobilizes and immobilizes the character in one instant when it pauses what was 

happening in the past in order to reveal what may happen in the future. In “The Lame
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Shall Enter First,” the police officer makes the off-handed but insightful comment that 

nobody but Rufus could leave tracks like his, and the police officer who pushes Haze’s 

Essex off the embankment makes another ironically insightful comment, pointing out that 

Haze does not have a license to drive. That Haze is unlicensed to drive corresponds to 

his error with respect to the true meaning of freedom. He sees his car as a means to 

escape and even kill something that gets in his way, but after his revelation, he realizes 

that movement requires the contemplative qualities of stillness in order to function 

appropriately. The police officer’s actions are also instrumental in bringing about the 

revelation that changes Haze’s thinking about where he wants to go and how he wants to 

get there. After the police officer pushes the Essex off the cliff, he asks Haze, “Was you 

going anywheres?” (108). And Haze, who would usually tell anyone who asked such a 

question that he was going places and that the car was going to get him there, answers, 

“No.” He realizes that even though he has never really stopped moving, he also has

never really gotten anywhere.

Because movement is used by a character to ignore his problems so as to focus on 

distractions, it is often used by one character to follow another character. When Haze 

first meets Asa Hawks, he is drawn toward the preacher because he thinks Hawks is 

blind. Haze is attracted to Hawks’s blindness and believes that Hawks is incapable of 

unchristian behavior, such as having a daughter out of wedlock, because he sacrificed his 

sight. He follows Hawks around in the evident belief that Hawks embodies something he 

wants. After his revelation on the embankment, Haze discovers he has been following 

the illusion that Hawks was a blind saint. Until this moment, Haze follows Hawks
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because he is afraid to be still. Rather than look within himself for the qualities that he 

desires, he prefers to look for the qualities in another. The act of following is a physical 

demonstration of the belief that one must keep moving in order to find the truth in

another rather than stay still and find it in himself.

Like Haze, Sheppard is a follower even though he fancies himself a leader. 

Sheppard follows Rufus because he mistakenly sees in Rufus an opportunity to nourish 

his idea about who he is. When Sheppard sees Rufus, he sees what he thinks is his 

chance to be a savior. After Sheppard tries to “save” Rufus by refusing to believe that he 

did not vandalize the neighbor’s house, later learning that the police tracked down the 

real culprit, Rufus’s pull on Sheppard grows stronger: “Sheppard jumped up and 

followed him as if the boy yanked an invisible leash” (466). When Sheppard sees his 

chance to save Rufus slipping away, he follows him even more resolutely. He tries to 

satisfy his fatherly impulses through Rufus when he should be satisfying them through 

his own son. In Wise Blood. Haze is attracted to and compelled to follow Hawks because 

he is deceived into thinking that Hawks is someone he should be; Sheppard is attracted to 

and compelled to follow Rufus because he is deceived into thinking Rufus is someone 

who needs him. Neither realizes that what they should be and what they need have been 

with them all along. Haze has always been the blind preacher, and Sheppard has always 

had a needy son of his own. Their movements have taken them away from what they 

need to do. When Sheppard takes a moment to be still, everything begins to make sense.

He had ignored his own child to feed his vision of himself. He saw the 

clear-eyed Devil, the sounder of hearts, leering at him from the eyes of
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Johnson. His image of himself shriveled until everything was black for 

him. He sat there paralyzed, aghast. (481)

In this moment of paralysis, everything becomes clear. Rather than following or staring 

at Rufus so that he can see the boy the way he wants to see him, he finally sees Rufus as 

he is. Later, when Sheppard is still and is looking at himself instead of looking at others, 

his illusion of himself deteriorates and he sees his real self.

Haze and Sheppard follow particular people, Hawks and Rufus, because those 

people represent something they want to feel. Supposedly blinded by his own hand, 

Hawks represents an unconditional devotion that Haze desires. After Haze runs over 

Layfield, in whom he saw his own image, he says, “Two things I can’t stand a man that 

ain’t true and one that mocks what is” (105). Haze is repulsed by mediocrity and 

attracted to passion. Both as a nihilist and as a Christian, Haze acts with unbelievable 

devotion. He finds Hawk’s blindness compelling, and he sees in Hawks a character trait 

that he would like to be a part of his own identity. Sheppard follows Rufus because he, 

too, needs Rufus in his life in order to be the person he wants to be. Sheppard, social 

worker and Little League baseball coach, believes himself to be benevolent. He wants to 

be a savior, and the poor, uneducated, and disabled Rufus represents Sheppard s ideal 

candidate for salvation. Manley Pointer also follows something as a way to hold onto the 

identity he has constructed for himself. But he does not follow another person. He 

follows his suitcase: “He picked up the satchel and under cover of a pant, he fell forward 

into her hall. It was rather as if the suitcase had moved first, jerking him after it (277). 

When Haze and Sheppard follow Hawks and Rufus or when Manley follows his suitcase,
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or when Hulga follows Manley up into the loft, they are following a feeling; they are

following an idea they have of themselves.

O’Connor uses aggressive and compulsive movement to reveal a character’s inner

struggle for direction. Associating unlimited movement and unqualified choice with

freedom, characters such as Haze, Hulga, Manley, and Sheppard make choices and

12behave in ways that try to physically compensate for their spiritual lack. In contrast to 

the distracting results of incessant movement, moments of stillness reveal to a character 

the mysteries of the religious paradoxes that guide and determine his true contentment. 

Until they experience O’Connor’s famous moment of grace, characters like Haze, Hulga, 

and Sheppard believe that if they keep moving, keep reacting, or keep following 

something outside of themselves, they will find what they are looking for. They often 

transfer this belief in movement onto something else—a car, a wooden leg, or space 

technology—and it is not until this object or its aura is taken from them that they realize 

who they are and what they need to do.

As Haze watches his Essex tumble off the embankment, as Hulga frantically 

witnesses Manley take and keep her leg for himself, and as Sheppard observes Norton’s 

“tripod had fallen and the telescope lay on the floor,” (482) each character is confronted 

with the loss of its illusions. It is probably not a coincidence that Haze, Hulga, and 

Sheppard all hold onto the premise that they “don’t have illusions” and that they are 

“people who see through to nothing” (“Good Country People” 287). The belief that they 

have overcome and penetrated through all illusions is precisely their delusion. Haze, 

Hulga, and Sheppard all believe that by believing in nothing, they have found freedom.
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Yet, as each story unfolds, it becomes apparent that they are not liberated by their belief 

in nothing but imprisoned by it. In the characters Haze, Hulga, and Sheppard, O’Connor 

demonstrates through fiction a belief about freedom that she shares in her essay “On Her 

Own Work”: “The Catholic novelist believes that you destroy your freedom by sin; the 

modem reader believes, I think, that you gain it that way” (MM 116). The revelations 

that attend Haze, Hulga, and Sheppard, all right around the end of the story, provide each 

character with a paradigm shift that aligns him or her closer to the Catholic novelist s 

perspective on freedom. Freedom is not found in the ability to move whenever or choose 

whatever one wants; it is found in the ability to be still and know what one needs.
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CONCLUSION

In his essay “The Critic as Host,” J. Hillis Miller suggests that “deconstruction 

may reach. . .  something like that froliche wissen schaft which Nietzsche called the 

greatest joy in the midst of the greatest suffering” (230-31). Although Miller uses 

Nietzsche’s froliche wissen schaft to describe one of the many paradoxes of 

deconstruction, Nietzsche’s term could also be used to describe one of the many 

paradoxes of Flannery O’Connor’s fiction. O’Connor’s belief in religious paradox and 

her sacramental view of the world add a “deconstructive edge” to her writing as she 

explores the meaning of the relationship between disability and freedom. Her belief that 

“redemption is meaningless unless there is cause for it in actual life” dictates the plots of 

many of her stories as characters come to understand the need for redemption (MM 33). 

Characters like Hazel, Hulga, Rufus and Sheppard experience some of their greatest 

victories by enduring some of their greatest defeats.

O’Connor’s use of paradox ultimately serves religious rather than political or 

social purposes as she attempts to demonstrate through her stories that life is found in 

death and joy is found in suffering. By creating dependency and similarity between the 

above oppositions, O’Connor reveals the instability of meaning. Death is not simply the 

negation or absence of life; it is another means of experiencing life. In her letters, 

O’Connor describes her appreciation of contradiction: “A higher paradox confounds 

emotion as well as reason and there are long periods in the lives of all the saints, when 

the truth revealed by faith is hideous, emotionally disturbing, downright repulsive” (HOB 

99). Her belief in paradox also influences her approach to secular aspects of life. By
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looking for the unexpected and appreciating the unlikely, O’Connor reveals how 

disability and ability as well as freedom and paralysis are interchangeable, unstable, even 

dangerous and destructive constructs.

Upsetting the hierarchies able-bodied/disabled and freedom/paralysis often 

occurs explicitly in the narrative or in an analysis of the characters’ movements.

O’Connor includes another paradox—another reversal of terms—less evident in its 

implication than the reversal of the able-bodied/disabled and freedom/paralysis 

dichotomies. Using her sacramental, anagogical view of the world, O’Connor suggests 

that reality and metaphor, or the natural and the supernatural, have a paradoxical 

relationship. The binaries able-bodied/disabled and freedom/confinement can be 

reversed because the religious and physical are inseparable in O’Connor’s world—a 

physical disability often enables a character spiritually or physical freedom leads to 

spiritual confinement. Writing St. Thomas’s belief in the “synthesis of natural knowledge 

and supernatural revelation” into her stories, O’Connor affirms the inseparability of the 

signifier and signified (Labrie 9). Rather than asserting that the natural world simply 

represents the supernatural world, O’Connor maintains that the natural actually embodies 

the supernatural. Thus, people, actions, or objects that appear to be symbolic are rarely 

just representational. Haze’s car symbolizes a coffin but it also literally entraps him; 

Manley’s suitcase is both a literal and figurative burden; Rufus’s clubfoot is compared to 

a weapon, and the repulsion Sheppard experiences in seeing it suggests that the clubfoot’s 

“weapon-like” qualities are real and not just metaphorical. Through the use of 

doppelgangers and the grotesque, O’Connor seems to concur with Nietzsche’s answer to
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the question, “What then is truth?—a mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, 

anthropomorphisms . . .  illusions which have forgotten they are illusions” (qtd. in Butler 

20). In Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter First,” 

doppelgangers and images of the grotesque reflect both truth and potential. They reflect 

both the present and potential similarities between two people—either between the two 

doubles (as is the case with the doppelganger) or between the grotesque and the onlooker.

When used in an O’Connor story, the most notable and significant quality of the 

grotesque is its ability to distort and reveal truth through distortion. In her letters, 

O’Connor defended her use of distortion by maintaing that “it was the only way to make 

people see” (HOB 172). The grotesque is valuable because it presents a condition of 

possibility, much like the condition of possibility Jonathan Culler uses to describe 

imitation: “Imitation is not an accident that befalls an original but its condition of 

possibility” (120). In Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and “The Lame Shall Enter 

First,” the grotesque embodies both the natural and supernatural. In Haze’s decision to 

blind himself with lime, the natural and supernatural qualities are of equal importance, 

and they would not be nearly as effective if either were to exist without the other. The 

supernatural or religious significance of Haze’s blinding is much more powerful and 

convincing because he really does blind himself. Similarly, the fact that he blinds 

himself is much more important because of the spiritual repercussions. The natural and 

supernatural work together through actions, objects and people in order to give the stories 

maximum significance. When O’Connor told Mrs. Broadwater Well, to hell with it [the
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Eucharist] if it’s just a symbol,” she was defending the paradox that suggests one thing 

can be both natural and supernatural, both reality and metaphor.

Susan Castillo elaborates on O’Connor’s use of the grotesque as distorting device: 

The grotesque is characterized by the juxtaposition of contradictory 

elements or genres, meant to produce a feeling of alienation or de

familiarization in the reader or spectator in order to present a reality 

characterized by radical discontinuity, devoid of significance, in which 

human beings attempt to create meaning in a world which is disjointed and 

senseless. (175)

Although O’Connor’s world is certainly not “devoid of significance,” it is disjointed and 

distorted as Castillo suggests. Castillo’s definition recognizes one of the most prevalent 

structural devices of an O’Connor plot: characters are constantly trying to “create 

meaning” or make sense of a reality that resists order. The world of the grotesque is 

disjointed because it reflects what the world is as well as what it should or should not be. 

In “Good Country People,” Mrs. Freeman’s character is amusingly grotesque. She 

relishes giving Mrs. Hopewell the news that one of her daughters cannot stop vomiting 

and that the other went out on date with a boy who graciously popped the sty in her eye. 

The depiction of Mrs. Freeman as grotesque emphasizes the traits that make her a 

caricature but not to such an extent that she becomes a stereotype. O’Connor’s use of the 

grotesque is absurd and bizarre but original and fresh enough so that it still resonates as 

real. Similar to her Catholic belief in transubstantiation, O’Connor holds that the 

grotesque embodies two points: “one is a point in the concrete, and the other is a point

75



not visible to the naked eye, but believed in by him [the author] firmly, just as real to 

him, really as the one that everybody sees” (MM 42). The visible and invisible aspects of 

the grotesque can also be explained as its natural and supernatural qualities. It lives in 

the world, but at the same time, it reflects the qualities of the world that the world refuses 

to see in itself.

Reflection that is both real and revealing also occurs in O’Connor’s presentation 

of doppelgangers. When a character sees himself in another character, he sees both what 

he is and what he does or does not want to be. Wise Blood. “Good Country People,” and 

“The Lame Shall Enter First” all present telling doppelgangers that add to the dimensions 

of each character and intensify the mystery of personality through the use of exacting 

reflections. Solace Layfield acts as Haze’s doppelganger, Mrs. Freeman as Manley’s, 

Mrs. Hopewell as Hulga’s, and Rufus as Sheppard’s. Haze’s personality changes when 

he sees himself in Solace Layfield: “Haze didn’t answer, he only looked at him, and in a 

second the man’s jaw slackened and he seemed to perceive the resemblance in their 

clothes and possibly in their faces . . .  [he tells him,] ‘You ain’t true. You believe in 

Jesus” (104). Haze sees himself in Layfield, and in that vision he also sees who he does 

not want to be—a liar and a man content with mediocrity. Layfield’s reflection of Haze 

is real, but it is also metaphorical. Haze is driven to kill Layfield because of the strength, 

clarity, and effectiveness of the doppelganger; Haze wants to kill Layfield because he 

wants to kill the part of himself that Layfield represents. When Haze tells Layfield, “You 

ain’t true,” he is talking to himself as much as he is talking to Layfield. The mystery of
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his personality is intensified because he hesitates and questions his own actions by 

questioning Layfield’s.

Hulga and Mrs. Hopewell also act as doppelgangers. Their true likeness comes 

out in the last scene when Hulga mimics the words of her mother and asks Manley, I 

thought you were just good country people,” but other likenesses appear before this final 

scene. Hulga and her mother carefully cultivate their own images and hold onto these 

images with an impressive fervor. Although their respective identities are intentionally 

antithetical—Hulga wants to be everything her mother is not and her mother wants to be 

an example of who she thinks Hulga should be, their desires to present themselves in a 

certain way makes them similar. Slips in dialogue and the passages Hulga underlines in 

her philosophy texts reveal that Mrs. Hopewell and Hulga both believe in nothing by 

believing so strongly in the identities they have constructed. One of Mrs. Hopewell’s 

favorite quips is “nothing is perfect”— a phrase that could easily be tossed out as 

meaningless cliche. But the cliche has an ironic meaning that betrays Mrs. Hopewell’s 

intentions. She wants to say “nothing is perfect” as a way of excusing people’s mistakes, 

but placed in the context of everything else she says and does, the phrase can be taken 

literally: for Mrs. Hopewell, nothing really is perfect. Mrs. Hopewell constantly banters 

back and forth with Mrs. Freeman using meaningless, empty language; she spits out 

cliches and makes statements she does not really mean, like “it takes all sorts for the 

world to go ‘round.” If she believed this, she would be less insistent that Hulga change to 

be more like her. By clinging to the identity she has constructed for herself as a cheery, 

irrepressible woman, she sacrifices the substance and complexity that makes an
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individual unique. Her devotion to her identity turns her into a type. In her obsession 

with perfection, Mrs. Hopewell loses the mystery of personality. She tries to be what no 

human in O’Connor’s world can be—perfect. By trying to cultivate and sustain an 

identity that embodies perfection, Mrs. Hopewell embodies nothing.

Like her mother, Hulga clings to an identity that reflects her own interpretation of 

perfection. Hulga believes perfection can be found when one sees through all the 

illusions of the world; she tells Manley that she never falls victim to illusions— she sees 

through to nothing. Not only does she make this statement to Manley, but she also 

underlines a passage in a text that reads, “Science wishes to know nothing of nothing” 

(277). Mrs. Hopewell comes across Hulga’s underlining, and her daughter’s priorities 

and beliefs “worked on Mrs. Hopewell like some evil incantation of gibberish” (277). 

Mrs. Hopewell’s cliches have the same effect on Hulga; both mother and daughter are 

repulsed by each other’s use of “gibberish.” Hulga and Mrs. Hopewell resemble each 

other because they are so intent on refining and promoting false identities that they lose 

the sense of their individuality. They also resemble each other because they can detect 

falsehood in others but not in themselves.

O’Connor claimed that she used the distorting qualities of the grotesque to make 

her readers see, and her use of the doppelganger has the same purpose. Like the 

grotesque, the doppelganger includes both visible and invisible qualities. It connects two 

characters through physical resemblance (e.g., Haze sees himself in Layfield’s clothing 

and face) and through metaphorical likeness (e.g., Hulga reflects the personality of her 

mother when she says, “Aren’t you just good country people?”). The doppelganger is a
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kind of living metaphor, in which one character sees in another character who he is as 

well as who he could be. When Sheppard sees that Rufus’s eyes are “like distorting 

mirrors in which he saw himself made hideous and grotesque,” he sees himself and he 

sees what he does not want to be (474). The grotesque and the doppelganger promote 

clarity of vision because they force the reader or the character to puzzle through the 

discontinuity. They challenge the reader to make sense of a world that is illogical but not 

unbelievable. As the name “Hazel Motes” suggests, O’Connor uses the grotesque and 

the doppelganger to tempt both the characters and the reader to take “the mote out of his 

own eye” so he can see through the haze.

Hazy perspectives and clouded vision contribute to the radical and deconstructive 

nature of O’Connor’s stories. The use of distortion as a means to improve vision is as 

paradoxical as the sight Haze gains from his blindness. But it works. Distortion 

encourages sight because it destroys what we are used to seeing—what we expect to 

see—and replaces it with what O’Connor thinks we ought to see. Distortion destabilizes 

meaning and disrupts hierarchic structures. In addition to reversing the hierarchical 

oppositions able-bodied/disabled and freedom/paralysis, O’Connor questions and 

ultimately refutes the polarity of the supernatural/natural by suggesting that they are 

continuous and inseparable.

By using the grotesque to highlight both natural and supernatural qualities, 

O’Connor undermines the supposition that the natural and supernatural function in 

opposition to each other. Mircea Eliade points out another deconstructive quality of the 

grotesque that can be linked back to the depiction of disability. Describing some of the
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effects of the grotesque bringing about division, he observes that “a setting apart 

sometimes has positive effects: it does not merely isolate, it elevates. Thus ugliness and 

deformities, while marking out those who possess them, at the same time make them 

sacred” (qtd. in Irving 131). The use of the grotesque sets apart certain types of people 

and certain behaviors that are marginalized sometimes for isolating and sometimes for 

elevating purposes. O’Connor describes Rufus’s clubfoot as “monstrous” and locates it 

among the grotesque, but Rufus’s marginal status becomes an enabling, admirable trait 

when he is compared to Sheppard, who is very much located within the bounds of 

normalcy. Eliade’s idea that the elevated are also the isolated is analogous to Derrida’s 

description of the pharmakos, the mythological scapegoat sacrificed for the atonement of 

a crime or punishment:

The pharmakos represents evil introspected and projected. Beneficial 

insofar as he cures—and for that, venerated and cared for—harmful 

insofar as he incarnates the powers of evil—and for that, feared and 

treated with caution. Alarming and calming. Sacred and accursed. (131) 

Flannery O’Connor uses the grotesque to embody the traits of the pharmakos, as Derrida 

explains it above, and often the grotesque manifests itself in the bodies of disabled 

characters. In O’Connor’s world, the grotesque is not horrific or a symbol of the 

ostracized; it is as complicated and paradoxical as the pharmakos. Haze’s effect on Mrs. 

Flood and O’Connor’s effect on the woman she met in the elevator both confront and 

comfort. The disabled character is stunning and soothing because it represents both the 

potential to suffer and the potential to survive.
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O’Connor isolates but also elevates the figure of the disabled character by 

suggesting wholeheartedly and without any symbolism that a man or a woman’s 

disabilities are truly his or her saving attributes. David Mitchell claims that in some 

works of literature, “Disability acts as a metaphor and fleshly example of the body’s 

unruly resistance to . . .  the cultural desire to ‘enforce normalcy’” (17). His claim seeks 

to indict the metaphorical use of disability and criticize the author who always presents 

the disabled character as an Other. Flannery O’Connor’s disabled characters—Haze, 

Hulga, and Rufus—indeed resist the “cultural desire to ‘enforce normalcy,” ’ and they are 

elevated because of it. For O’Connor, normalcy is found in characters who enjoy 

complete able-bodiedness and unlimited freedom—it is found in the Mrs. Floods, the 

Mrs. Hopewells, and the Sheppards of the world. When a character is presented as 

normal, he is described as having such a controlled and balanced life that he needs 

nothing and feels even less. Mrs. Hopewell’s easy explanation, “Nothing is perfect!” 

precisely reflects the dreary, ungratifying state of normalcy. Pain and deviance are 

managed so tightly and avoided so obsessively that the normal character is able to feel 

perfect when she is able to feel nothing. In O’Connor’s world, where life is found in 

death and victory in defeat, the disabled character’s ability to resist normalcy isolates and 

elevates him, but more importantly, it saves him.
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Endnotes

1 See Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s essay on the hidden and controlling messages of contemporary 
photography in her essay “The Politics of Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography.”
2 When O’Connor uses terms like cripple, freak, or “one-legged friend,” she reflects one of the main goals 
in the study of disability—the goal of reclaiming the language of disability. Rather than resort to politically 
correct language like handicapped, disability scholars, similar to queer theorists, encourage the reclamation 
of those terms previously used derogatively. Reclaiming and empowering the language used as a means to 
ostracize the disabled is another way of saying that being crippled is nothing to be ashamed of.
3 Nietzsche discusses how this same paradox is used in deconstruction: “Deconstruction may reach . .. 
something like that froliche wissen schaft [which described] the greatest joy in the midst of the greatest 
suffering” (Miller 230-31).
4 O’Connor often refers to herself as disciple of Thomas Aquinas. In reference to how she will appear in a 
television interview with Harvey Breit, she says, “Everybody who has read Wise Blood thinks I ’m a 
hillbilly nihilist, whereas I would like to create the impression over the television that I ’m a hillbilly 
Thomist” (HOB 81).
5 Similar toJiis blindness, H azealsafindshe has more mobility once he begins to restrict his movement.^ 
His ability to go where he needs to go increases once he puts rocks and shards of glass in his shoes in order 
to disable his ability to walk. Haze’s ability to walk improves when he develops a limp. Haze’s attempt to 
find mobility in immobility is discussed in the next chapter on the hierarchical oppositions of mobility and 
paralysis.
6 O’Connor uses the same technique in “The Lame Shall Enter First” when Sheppard says to Norton, “That 
book [the Bible] is something for you to hide behind. It’s for cowards, people who are afraid to stand on 
their own two feet and figure things out for themselves” (477).
7 Snyder admonishes a character like Sheppard and praises a character like Rufus when she elaborates on 
the significance of Duffy’s declaration, “Such an open rejection of patronizing efforts to see her body as 
incomplete challenges cultural beliefs that the disabled body must be augmented or aesthetically restored to 
a closer approximation of normative biology” (383).
8 When Norton informs Rufus that because he has a clubfoot, Sheppard is going to give him a new shoe 
because he has “to eat out of garbage cans,” Rufus furiously responds, “I eat out of garbage cans because I 
like to eat out of garbage cans. See?” (453). Rufus tires of people explaining his behavior and lifestyle in 
terms that use his foot as a symbol for all that has gone wrong in his life.
9 In Mystery and Manners, O’Connor clarifies her intentions with Haze’s car, “the hero’s rat-colored 
automobile is his pulpit and his coffin as well as something he thinks of as a means of escape” (72).
10 O’Connor elaborates on Mrs. Flood’s experience of the religious paradox that finds life in death by using 
another paradox to describe Mrs. Flood’s experience—the discovery of light in darkness. As Mrs. Flood 
discovers a new life in herself as she encounters the lifeless Haze, she also says that as she watched haze 
disappear farther and farther away into darkness, she begins to see a light (120).
11 In a voice that O’Connor claims is the Devil’s, Rufus also confuses Norton by ambivalently introducing 
the ideas of heaven and hell, Satan and Christ. Although Rufus and Norton grow closer toward the end of 
the story, it is never clear that Rufus sees his spiritual condition as seriously as Norton does. Despite 
Rufus’s somewhat disinterested approach to religion, Norton develops a fervent belief in Rufus’s 
explanations. Norton’s belief is apparent when he pleas with Rufus to “repent, repent” (476).
12 I use both Hulga and Manley as examples because Manley uses his mobility to control Hulga and Hulga 
dreams of and desires to move in ways that could control Manley. Until the scene on the loft, Hulga is as 
obsessed and fixated on mobility as Manley is.
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