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Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964) is one of the most outstanding
writers in America in the first half of the 20" century. During a short
writing career of no more than twenty years, she finished two novels as
well as thirty-one short stories, and had collections of
correspondence, reviews and essays published posthumously. Before
her death, her novels and short stories received tons of appreciations
and several of them many awards. And her death heralded in the
promotion of her status in American literary world. In America, it is
no exaggeration to say that the study on Flannery O’Connor and her
fiction has already become a trend among scholars, which seems to

stay high up to now. In China, with the introduction of her fiction to
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the Chinese readers, the scholarly study on Flannery O’Connor is also
in a rising tide.

Flannery O’Connor was born and grew up in the state of Georgia
in the South, which was traditionally labeled as the Bible Belt due to
its thick religious atmosphere. As for herself, she was a pious
Catholic by birth and by choice. Born of a family of an extremely long
tradition of the Catholic conviction, she was deeply influenced by
Catholicism. In addition, when she was in her twenties, she was
struck seriously sick and lived in seclusion since then by lupus, an
incurable disease which had claimed her father’s life. The rest of her
life was spent mainly in sufferings with this disease. As a result,
Christianity was, for her, not only a pillar of strength but also a
perspective through which she was able to observe and explore various
social problems and troubles prevalent in America at that time. To be
exact, religiousness dominates all her fiction, which Flannery
O’Connor herself never denied. Besides, the religious themes in her
fiction, like sin and salvation, have been in consensus among critics
both at home and abroad.

In order to have a thorough understanding of O’Connor’s fiction, it
is imperative to approach it through the religious lens. Worth noticing
is the fact that O’Connor herself, on the cne hand, announced on
numerous occasions that she was a Catholic and she saw everything
through the angle of Catholicism; on the other hand, she offered
detailed analysis of her own fiction from the Catholic viewpoint. In the
mean time, the relative seclusion from society because of illness
rendered her able to read, study and review quantities of works on

theology and philosophy. Sometimes, she tended to call herself a
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follower of a certain theological school. All of these critical analyses
and explorations by O’Connor herself were worthwhile to a certain extent
in that they set right the early eriticism on her fiction, but yet could not
be regarded as the solely authoritative ones. After all, when her fiction
was juxtaposed with her analyses, many inconsistencies showed up. In
addition, the religious consciousness in her fiction tended to be too all-
inclusive to be placed into a certain category as she herself did.
Therefore, the analysis and exploration of the religious ideas
represented in (’Connor’s fiction cannot be achieved unless it is put in a
large social context, with the factors of history, locality, religious
denominations and theological influences included, as well as in the
juxtaposition of her fiction, essays and reviews.

Introduction focuses on the close relationship between Christianity
and Western literature. As a major cultural tradition in the West,
Christianity impacts heavily how Western writers think of human beings
and human world. As a result, it makes a lot of sense 1o explore
writers and their fiction through the angle of Christianity, with no
exception of Flannery O’Connor. It is worth noting that the religious
study in Western fiction is not on the theological matters, but on the
faith matters; that is to say, on the religious experience of human
beings in fiction. At the same time, literary work, as a cultural
sign, embodies the changes in a specific society, history and
locality. So, the study of O’Connor’s work should never be detached
from the exploration of the American society, especially American
South in the first half of the 20" century. In this part, a brief
introduction of Flannery O’Connor, as well as the scholarly

achievements in her work at home and abroad are also offered.
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Chapter One is aimed to examine religious influences on Flannery
O’Connor in American South in the first half of the 20" century.
Though born of a Catholic family, Flannery O’Connor also felt heavy
impacts from the Protestant South at that time, such as their religious
zeal, adherence to the Bible, recognition of religious individuality,
etc. Meanwhile, the American religion on the whole was
characterized by tolerance and blending. All of these religious
properties above have been taken in and materialized in her fiction.

Chapter Two is intended to explore the denominational properties
in ’Connor’s fiction. Although ’Connor herself claimed herself to be
a pious Catholic, she was addressed as an anonymous Protestant for
her apparent esteem for Protestantism and Protestants in the Bible
Belt. This chapter begins by tracing back to the disagreements and
conflicts in theological ideas in Catholicism and Protestantism, and
then focuses on specific denominational differences O’Connor herself
emphasized, such as sin, sacraments, etc., and how these
differences represent themselves in her fiction.

Chapter Three concentrates on the theological influences Flannery
O’Connor received. Firstly, this chapter outlines the theological
thoughts of three thinkers, mnamely, Thomas Aquinas, Jacques
Maritan and Teilard de Chardin; then it continues to elaborate on how
O’Connor commented on and her fiction embodied these thoughts. In
conclusion, it shows that Flannery (’Connor, more a literary writer
than a literary theologian, was concerned about how to make her
literary fiction convincing, impressive and illuminating, rather than
convey in great detail theological ideas in her fiction.

Chapter Four details the extensive Christian consciousness and its
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embodiment in Flannery O’Connor’s fiction. Taken as a whole,
O’Connor’s fiction does not belong to a certain Christian denomination
or a theological school; instead, it is universal. To be exact, it can
be considered a Christian parable with the sole theme, the unchanging
plot and similar characters. Then by giving full particulars of the
Biblical theme, images and plots in O’Connor’s fiction, this chapter
points out that Flannery O’Connor was meant to delineate in an absurd
and violent way how human beings, because of the sin of pride,
destroy the original balance and harmony in the relationship between
man and his self, man and others, man and the world, in order to
awaken sinful human beings to their critical need of the salvation
of God.

The part of Conclusion restates Flannery O’Connor’s religious
consciousness in her fiction. As a Christian writer, ’Connor intends
to expound with the aid of her fiction the age-old Christian ideas which
are based on the Bible and agreed on by both Christian sects. In
doing so, O’Connor hopes to impress the human beings who, in her

eyes, are still deep in their sins but ignorant of that.
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