everything that rises must converge
analysis

Introduction

Flannery O'Connor's short story, "Everything That Rises Must Converge," is a
powerful exploration of societal shifts, familial tensions, and the
complexities of personal growth, all filtered through a distinctly Southern
Gothic lens. This seminal work delves into the clash between traditional
Southern values and the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement, examining the
often-uncomfortable process of adaptation and the hypocrisies that lie
beneath the surface of well-meaning intentions. Through the characters of
Julian, his mother, and the various individuals they encounter, O'Connor
masterfully dissects themes of racism, class, faith, and the often-painful
realization that progress demands genuine change, not mere outward
conformity. This analysis will provide a comprehensive look at everything
that rises must converge, exploring its rich symbolism, character
development, and the enduring relevance of its profound social commentary. We
will unpack the layers of meaning embedded within the narrative, offering
insights into O'Connor's unique literary style and her unflinching
examination of the human condition in a time of significant societal
upheaval.
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Understanding the Core Themes in "Everything



That Rises Must Converge"

The title itself, "Everything That Rises Must Converge," serves as a central
thematic tenet of Flannery O'Connor's short story. It speaks to an
inevitable, often forceful, coming together of disparate elements, be they
social forces, personal beliefs, or individual destinies. In the context of
the story, this convergence is most evident in the collision between the
declining aristocratic Southern way of life and the demands for racial
equality brought about by the Civil Rights Movement. O'Connor uses this
narrative to expose the superficiality of those who claim to embrace progress
while clinging stubbornly to outdated prejudices. The story critiques a
particular brand of liberalism that is more about performative virtue
signaling than genuine empathy or understanding. It probes the discomfort and
resistance that often accompany societal evolution, illustrating how deeply
ingrained beliefs can create immense internal and external conflict.

Another significant theme is the exploration of hypocrisy, particularly
within the white, upper-class Southern society O'Connor so keenly observes.
Julian, the protagonist, embodies this hypocrisy. He is outwardly
progressive, attending college and professing liberal ideals, yet he harbors
a deep-seated condescension towards his mother and, by extension, the very
people he claims to champion. His desire to distance himself from his
Southern heritage and its associated prejudices is more about personal ego
and intellectual posturing than a genuine commitment to equality. This
thematic exploration highlights how societal progress is often hindered by
individuals who are unwilling to confront their own internalized biases and
privileges. The story suggests that true progress requires a more profound
internal shift, a genuine convergence of one's actions with one's stated
beliefs.

Character Analysis: Julian and His Mother

Julian: The Intellectual Idealist and His Flaws

Julian is arguably the most complex character in "Everything That Rises Must
Converge." He is a young man who has benefited from his privileged upbringing
but is simultaneously embarrassed by it. His education has exposed him to
progressive ideas, and he desperately wants to believe he is above the racial
prejudices of his mother and the 0ld South. However, his idealism is
superficial. His desire to give the black child a dollar is not born from
genuine altruism but from a need to demonstrate his superiority over his
mother and to alleviate his own guilt. He sees the world through an
intellectual, detached lens, failing to connect with the lived realities of
the people he aims to empathize with. Julian's Jjourney is one of arrested
development, a struggle to reconcile his abstract beliefs with the messy
realities of human interaction and his own ingrained social conditioning. His
internal conflict mirrors the broader societal struggle for genuine equality.

Julian's Mother: The Embodiment of a Fading Era



Julian's mother is a formidable figure, representing the dying traditions and
ingrained racial attitudes of the old South. She is a woman who has lived
through economic hardship and social upheaval, yet her core beliefs remain
largely unchanged. Her pronouncements about the past, her nostalgic view of
plantation life, and her casual use of racial slurs reveal a deep-seated
resistance to the changing social order. Despite her outward displays of
piety and her belief in Christian charity, her actions and internal monologue
reveal a profound inability to see beyond her own racialized worldview. She
embodies the passive, yet potent, resistance to integration and racial
equality. Her reliance on her son and her manipulation of his guilt are also
key aspects of her character, highlighting the intergenerational impact of
Southern societal norms. Her journey, though perhaps less overtly
intellectual than Julian's, is equally fraught with the inability to adapt.

Symbolism and its Significance in "Everything
That Rises Must Converge"

Flannery O'Connor masterfully employs symbolism to deepen the narrative's
impact and convey complex ideas about societal change and human nature. The
very act of riding the bus, a seemingly mundane activity, becomes a potent
symbol of integration and the forced proximity of different social classes
and races. Julian's discomfort on the bus, and his mother's insistence on
riding it, highlight the anxieties and awkwardness surrounding the
desegregation of public spaces. The bus itself represents the vehicle of
social change, carrying individuals towards an uncertain future. The gym
class, which Julian's mother attends, is another significant symbol. It
represents a forced attempt at physical and social reform, a nod to modernity
that Julian's mother undertakes not out of genuine belief, but out of a
desire to appear up-to-date and to exert a semblance of control over her life
and her son's.

The menacing bulldog, the "pit bull" belonging to the black woman on the bus,
also carries significant symbolic weight. It can be interpreted as a
representation of the perceived threat or aggression that many white
Southerners associated with the burgeoning Black Power movement and the Civil
Rights activism. It embodies the fear and apprehension of those resistant to
change. Conversely, it could also be seen as a symbol of strength and
resilience, a force that challenges the established order. The constant
presence of this dog, both feared and observed, underscores the tension and
the palpable sense of unease that pervades the atmosphere of the story. The
"converging" of these elements on the bus, including the dog, creates a
concentrated microcosm of the broader societal clashes.

Thematic Exploration of Race and Social Change

At its heart, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is a profound commentary
on race relations in the American South during a period of intense social
transformation. O'Connor does not shy away from depicting the raw, often
ugly, realities of racism, both overt and subtle. Julian's mother's casual
racism and her nostalgic reminiscences of a time when "things were different"
are stark examples of ingrained prejudice. Julian, while professing to be
anti-racist, demonstrates his own form of prejudice through his condescension



and his paternalistic desire to "help" the Black community. The story
critiques the hypocrisy of those who embrace liberal rhetoric without truly
challenging their own biases or the systemic injustices that persist. The
narrative suggests that societal change requires more than just a change in
laws; it demands a fundamental shift in attitudes and a willingness to
acknowledge shared humanity.

The Civil Rights Movement serves as the backdrop against which these personal
dramas unfold. The story captures the tension and uncertainty of a society
grappling with the dismantling of long-standing racial hierarchies. The
forced proximity on the bus, a symbol of desegregation, highlights the
discomfort and the awkward encounters that often characterized this
transitional period. O'Connor's brilliance lies in her ability to show how
personal lives are inextricably linked to broader social movements. The
characters' internal struggles with race and identity are a direct reflection
of the national conversation about civil rights and equality. The story
challenges readers to consider what genuine progress looks like, moving
beyond superficial gestures to a deeper understanding of shared
responsibility and mutual respect.

Class, Wealth, and Social Hierarchy

Beyond race, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" also critically examines
the role of class and the decaying Southern aristocracy. Julian and his
mother are relics of a bygone era, clinging to the remnants of their former
status. Their social standing, once defined by inherited wealth and
plantation ownership, is now precarious. The story illustrates how the loss
of economic power has not necessarily led to a loss of social pride or
prejudice. Julian's mother’s insistence on maintaining appearances and her
disdain for anything that deviates from her perceived social norms are direct
manifestations of her attachment to a fading class identity. Her constant
references to her family's past grandeur serve as a desperate attempt to
assert a social relevance that is no longer supported by her current
circumstances.

Julian’s own aspirations are intertwined with his class consciousness. He
yearns for intellectual and social elevation, attempting to distance himself
from his mother and her outdated views. However, his efforts are ultimately
undermined by his own class—-based assumptions and his inability to genuinely
connect with people from different social strata. The story suggests that
class divisions, like racial ones, can breed insularity and a distorted sense
of reality. The narrative subtly critiques the entitlement and the sense of
superiority that often accompany inherited wealth, even when that wealth is
dwindling. The convergence of these social forces, class and race, creates a
complex tapestry of interdependency and conflict, where old hierarchies are
challenged and new realities begin to emerge.

Religion and Moral Ambiguity

Religion plays a complex and often contradictory role in the lives of the
characters in "Everything That Rises Must Converge." Julian’s mother
professes a strong Christian faith, yet her actions and pronouncements often
reveal a profound lack of genuine Christian charity. Her piety is intertwined



with her prejudices, creating a moral ambiguity that is central to her
character. She believes in "loving thy neighbor," but this love is
selectively applied and contingent upon racial and social conformity. Her
fervent prayers and her reliance on religious platitudes serve as a way for
her to rationalize her ingrained biases and to maintain a sense of moral
superiority, even in the face of her own shortcomings.

Julian, on the other hand, is largely detached from any conventional
religious practice. His liberalism is his form of secular salvation, his
belief system that separates him from the perceived backwardness of his
mother. However, his own moral compass is equally flawed. His intellectual
posturing and his judgmental attitude towards others reveal a different kind
of hypocrisy, one rooted in intellectual pride rather than religious dogma.
The story questions the efficacy of both traditional religious observance and
secular intellectualism when they fail to translate into genuine compassion
and a commitment to justice. O'Connor uses this exploration to suggest that
true morality requires a deeper, more authentic connection to one's
conscience and a willingness to confront one's own imperfections, regardless
of one's professed beliefs.

The Role of the Setting: The American South

The setting of "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is not merely a backdrop
but an active participant in shaping the narrative and its themes. The story
is steeped in the atmosphere of the American South during a pivotal moment in
its history. The lingering legacy of slavery, the rigid social codes, and the
pervasive racial tensions are all palpable in the story's depiction of the
environment and the characters' attitudes. The humid, oppressive climate
often mirrors the emotional and social tension experienced by the characters.
The decaying grandeur of the once-prosperous Southern estates, alluded to by
Julian’s mother, symbolizes the decline of the old order and the anxieties
associated with this transition.

The story captures the specific cultural nuances of the South, including its
distinct dialect, its deeply ingrained social hierarchies, and its complex
relationship with the past. O'Connor’s portrayal of the South is neither
romanticized nor overtly condemned; instead, it 1is presented as a complex
cultural landscape where tradition and modernity, prejudice and progress, are
in constant, often volatile, interaction. The physical spaces—the bus, the
street, the gym class—become charged with the history and the social dynamics
of the region. This potent sense of place grounds the story, providing a
tangible context for the abstract themes of social change and human struggle
that O'Connor so expertly explores.

Literary Devices and O'Connor's Style

Flannery O'Connor's distinctive literary style is characterized by its sharp
wit, its unflinching realism, and its deep engagement with Southern culture.
In "Everything That Rises Must Converge," she employs a range of literary
devices to create a powerful and enduring narrative. Her use of irony 1is
particularly pronounced. The story is riddled with situational irony, where
the outcomes are often the opposite of what the characters intend or expect.
Julian’s attempt to perform an act of racial reconciliation backfires



spectacularly, and his mother’s efforts to appear modern also lead to
unintended consequences. This ironic portrayal underscores O’Connor’s
skepticism about superficial gestures and her belief that genuine change 1is
often painful and unexpected.

O'Connor also utilizes vivid imagery and precise language to bring her
characters and their world to life. Her descriptions are often stark and
unflinching, capturing the gritty realities of life in the South. Her
dialogue is sharp and revealing, often exposing the characters' inner
thoughts and motivations through their spoken words, or sometimes, their
silences. The narrative voice 1is authoritative and insightful, guiding the
reader through the complex emotional landscape of the story. The story's
structure, with its focus on a single, pivotal day, allows for an intense
exploration of the characters' internal and external conflicts, building
towards a dramatic and unforgettable climax. Her use of grotesque elements,
while perhaps less pronounced here than in some of her other works, still
subtly contributes to the unsettling nature of the narrative.

Interpreting the Climax and Resolution

The climax of "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is both shocking and
profoundly significant. As Julian's mother collapses from a stroke after
being struck by the black woman’s son, Julian is left to navigate the
immediate aftermath. His initial reaction is one of detached observation, a
continuation of his intellectualizing nature. However, in the face of such
immediate tragedy, his carefully constructed detachment begins to crumble.
The arrival of the black woman, who offers a gesture of unexpected kindness
and concern, forces Julian into a direct confrontation with his own biases
and the limitations of his worldview. The convergence in this moment is
stark: the physical collapse of his mother, the emotional upheaval for
Julian, and the unexpected interaction with a representative of the very
group he professes to understand.

The resolution is deliberately ambiguous, offering no easy answers or neat
conclusions. Julian’s final, desperate cry of "Mama!" as he is left alone on
the street, grappling with the chaotic convergence of events, signifies a
moment of potential, albeit agonizing, awakening. He is forced to confront
the reality of his mother's death and his own role, or lack thereof, in her
life and in the broader societal issues at play. The story does not suggest
that Julian is instantly transformed into a paragon of virtue. Instead, it
implies that this traumatic experience might be the catalyst for a genuine
internal shift, a forced "convergence" of his ideals with the harsh realities
of life and death. The ambiguity of the ending invites the reader to
contemplate the ongoing process of change and the individual responsibility
that accompanies it.

The Enduring Relevance of "Everything That
Rises Must Converge" Analysis

The enduring relevance of "Everything That Rises Must Converge" lies in its
timeless exploration of human nature and societal dynamics. While set in a
specific historical context, the story’s themes of hypocrisy, the struggle



for genuine equality, and the challenges of personal growth resonate deeply
with contemporary audiences. The narrative serves as a powerful reminder that
progress is not simply a matter of outward conformity or intellectual assent,
but requires a profound internal transformation. The complexities of race
relations, class disparities, and the often-uncomfortable process of social
change are ongoing concerns in modern society, making O'Connor's incisive
critique as pertinent today as it was when it was first published.

Furthermore, the story’s masterful character development and its unflinching
examination of moral ambiguity offer valuable insights into the human
condition. Julian and his mother, despite their flaws, are relatable in their
struggles and their imperfections. O’Connor’s ability to capture the nuances
of human motivation, the interplay of personal belief and societal influence,
and the often-painful journey towards self-awareness continues to captivate
and challenge readers. An in-depth analysis of "Everything That Rises Must
Converge" provides a framework for understanding the persistent challenges of
empathy, the complexities of social justice, and the universal quest for
meaning and belonging in an ever-changing world. It prompts critical
reflection on our own beliefs and actions in the face of evolving societal
landscapes.

Conclusion

Flannery O'Connor's "Everything That Rises Must Converge" stands as a
testament to her profound understanding of the human psyche and her sharp
critique of Southern society. Through its intricate character portrayals,
potent symbolism, and exploration of critical themes like race, class, and
hypocrisy, the story offers a compelling analysis of societal upheaval and
the individual's role within it. The analysis of "Everything That Rises Must
Converge" reveals a narrative that forces its characters, and its readers, to
confront uncomfortable truths about themselves and the world around them. The
title itself encapsulates the story's central message: that inevitable forces
of change will eventually bring disparate elements into collision, often with
painful yet transformative results. The enduring power of this work lies in
its ability to provoke thought, challenge assumptions, and illuminate the
complex, often contradictory, nature of human progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Everything That Rises
Must Converge'?

The central theme is the complex and often painful nature of societal change,
particularly concerning race, class, and the generational divide, and how
these forces inevitably clash and intersect.

How does the story illustrate the concept of
'convergence'?
The story illustrates convergence through the collision of different social

groups and ideologies, such as the white supremacist mother and her
integrationist son, and the unexpected shared humanity that emerges, however



briefly, in moments of crisis.

What role does social class play in the story?

Social class is a significant factor, highlighting the rigidity of the old
Southern class structure, the attempts of the working class to maintain their
social standing, and the generational shifts in class awareness and
aspiration.

Analyze the symbolism of the 'rougue' character.

The 'rougue' (likely a typo for 'negro') symbolizes the oppressed and
marginalized, but also possesses an agency and resilience that challenges the
assumptions of the white characters. Their presence forces the characters to
confront their ingrained prejudices.

What does Julian's internal monologue reveal about
his perspective?

Julian's internal monologue reveals his intellectual detachment, his
frustration with his mother's outdated views, and his naive belief in

progress and equality, often contrasted with the harsh realities he
encounters.

How does the story critique Southern traditionalism?

The story critiques Southern traditionalism by portraying its hypocrisy, its
reliance on outdated social hierarchies, and its inability to adapt to
changing times, ultimately leading to its erosion and eventual collapse.

What is the significance of the bus ride in the
story?

The bus ride is a pivotal setting where the story's themes of racial tension
and social change are brought to a head. It's a microcosm of a society in

transition, forcing characters from different backgrounds into close
proximity.

What is the ultimate message or takeaway from
'Everything That Rises Must Converge'?

The story suggests that while societal change is inevitable and often
disruptive, true progress requires understanding, empathy, and a willingness
to confront one's own biases, recognizing the shared humanity that binds us
all.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the analysis of "Everything That Rises Must
Converge, " with short descriptions:

1. _The Complete Stories of Flannery O'Connor_: This collection showcases the
masterful short fiction of Flannery O'Connor, including "Everything That



Rises Must Converge." Her stories are renowned for their Southern Gothic
settings, unflinching portrayal of faith and doubt, and characters grappling
with moral and spiritual crises. Through sharp dialogue and vivid imagery,
O'Connor explores themes of grace, prejudice, and the often-painful
transformation of the human soul. Reading this collection provides a broader
context for the themes and style present in her most famous short works.

2. _Flannery O'Connor: A Life_ by Sister Mary Timothy (editor): While not
exclusively an analysis of this story, biographies and critical studies of
O'Connor's life offer invaluable insights into her worldview. This particular
book, likely a collection of essays or biographical material, would delve
into her Catholic faith, her experiences with illness, and the intellectual
influences that shaped her writing. Understanding O'Connor's personal journey
and spiritual convictions is crucial for a deep appreciation of the religious
and philosophical underpinnings of "Everything That Rises Must Converge."

3. _The Problem of Evil: Edited and with an Introduction by Marilyn McCord
Adams_: This anthology could explore philosophical and theological
perspectives on the existence of suffering and injustice. The title
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" itself hints at a reconciliation or
resolution to inherent conflicts. Examining discussions on the problem of
evil would provide a framework for understanding the societal and personal
struggles that the characters in O'Connor's story face, and how those
struggles might lead to a form of paradoxical grace.

4. _Southern Gothic Literature: Fear and Wonder_ by Linda Wagner-Martin: This
critical study would likely explore the characteristic elements of Southern
Gothic literature, a genre to which O'Connor is intrinsically linked. It
would analyze the use of grotesque characters, decaying settings, and
heightened emotional states to explore the dark undercurrents of Southern
society. Understanding the conventions of Southern Gothic helps in
appreciating O'Connor's particular brand of realism and her exploration of
the spiritual decay and potential for redemption within this landscape.

5. _Understanding Flannery O'Connor: A Guide to His Virtues and Vices_ by
Harold Bloom: As a prominent literary critic, Bloom's analyses often provide
a deep dive into the psychological and thematic complexity of authors. This
book would likely dissect O'Connor's thematic concerns, including her
exploration of grace, pride, and the nature of faith in a flawed world.
Bloom's critical lens can illuminate the intricate symbolism and character
motivations within "Everything That Rises Must Converge," offering a
sophisticated interpretation of its core messages.

6. _Theology and the Imagination: Religious Imagination in the Thought of
Paul Ricoeur_ by David Klemm_: Paul Ricoeur's work often delves into the
intersection of language, narrative, and religious thought. This book would
likely explore how religious ideas are expressed and understood through
imaginative literary works. For "Everything That Rises Must Converge," this
type of analysis could uncover the theological symbolism and the underlying
quest for meaning that drives the characters and the narrative's resolution.

7. _American Literature in the Mid-Twentieth Century: A Cultural History_:
This type of broader historical and cultural analysis would contextualize
O'Connor's work within the specific social and intellectual currents of her
time. It would examine the post-war American landscape, the burgeoning Civil
Rights movement, and shifts in religious thought that influenced writers.
Understanding this context is essential for grasping the societal tensions
and prejudices that O'Connor so vividly portrays and critiques in her story.



8. _Symbolism in Literature: Myth, Meaning, and Archetype_ by Northrop Frye_:
Northrop Frye's theoretical approach focuses on the archetypal patterns and
symbolic structures that underlie all literature. This book would offer a
framework for identifying the recurring motifs, symbols, and mythological
allusions within "Everything That Rises Must Converge." By applying Frye's
ideas, one can uncover deeper layers of meaning related to spiritual rebirth,
societal transformation, and the cyclical nature of human experience.

9. _The Ethics of Confrontation: Social Justice and Racial Equality in
American Literature_: This title suggests a focus on literature that directly
addresses issues of social injustice and racial inequality, central themes in
"Everything That Rises Must Converge." The book would likely analyze how
authors like O'Connor use their narratives to explore the complexities of
race relations, prejudice, and the difficult, often confrontational, path
towards understanding and reconciliation. This would provide a critical lens
for examining the social commentary embedded within O'Connor's story.
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