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Flannery O’Connor’s ‘Innerlekshul’ Women:
The Mind and the Matter

 “That’s the trouble with you innerlekshuls, you don’t never have nothing to show for what you’re saying.”  
----Wise Blood

	Readers of Flannery O’Connor’s works will recall her misfit intellectuals, often come home from the North, to recover from an illness, take care of an ailing relative,  or look for a job.  Characters like Asbury in “The Enduring Chill,” Rayber in “The Lame Shall Enter First,” or Julian in “Everything That Rises Must Converge” invite our laughter, sympathy, and sometimes disgust as they wield their abstractions like weapons in a world they see as radically unfit for their unappreciated talents.  But I would argue that O’Connor reserves her sharpest satire for female characters like Hulga with the wooden leg in “Good Country People,” or Mary Grace reading Human Development in that powerful late story “Revelation.”  O’Connor is not kind to intellectuals.  But she seems especially disdainful of her unsexed women intellectuals who often suffer physical afflictions and disabilities.   Think of Mary Grace’s “fit” in the doctor’s waiting room in “Revelation.”  Like those nineteenth-century writers like Hawthorne who used physical disability or deformity to reveal individual or cultural moral failings, O’Connor used her over-educated women intellectuals not only to dramatize what one critic has called “the uneasy life of the mind in rural Georgia,” but especially to depict the fate of the woman intellectual who was distinctly antithetical to the southern ethos of womanhood.  In the largely ungendered world of O’Connor’s fiction, the Hulgas and Mary Graces ironically emerge as grotesque bodies—and minds—that reveal O’Connor’s own discomfort as a woman intellectual [though she would argue with this characterization] in a conservative rural South.
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