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Flannery 0'Connor's "Everything That Rises Must
Converge": A Deep Dive into Meaning and Themes

Flannery 0'Connor's masterful short story, "Everything That Rises Must
Converge," is a poignant exploration of social change, familial conflict, and
the often-unseen forces that shape human interaction. This enduring work
delves into the complexities of racial tension in the American South during
the Civil Rights era, showcasing the clash between old prejudices and
evolving societal norms. Through its vivid characters and unflinching
portrayal of hypocrisy, the story examines the very nature of convergence,
both literal and metaphorical, and how individuals grapple with the
inevitability of change. This comprehensive article will unpack the rich
tapestry of themes, character analyses, and symbolic meanings embedded within
0'Connor's renowned narrative, offering a thorough understanding of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" for students, literature enthusiasts,
and anyone seeking to explore American literary classics.
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Key Themes 1in Flannery 0'Connor's "Everything
That Rises Must Converge"

Flannery 0'Connor's "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is a densely
layered narrative, rich with thematic explorations that resonate deeply with
readers. At its core, the story grapples with the profound societal shifts
occurring in the American South during a period of significant racial
upheaval. 0'Connor masterfully dissects the ingrained prejudices and the
often-unconscious hypocrisy that accompany such transitions. The narrative
doesn't shy away from depicting the discomfort and resistance to change,
showcasing how individuals, particularly those clinging to outdated
ideologies, struggle to adapt to a new social order. This exploration of
resistance to change is a central pillar of the story's thematic depth,
providing a critical lens through which to view societal evolution.

The Interplay of Race and Class in "Everything That
Rises Must Converge"

One of the most prominent themes in "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is
the complex interplay of race and class. 0'Connor portrays a Southern society
deeply stratified by both, where the decaying aristocracy, represented by
Julian's mother, attempts to maintain a semblance of its former status. This
class consciousness is inextricably linked to their racial attitudes, with a
patronizing and often illusory sense of benevolence masking underlying
prejudice. The story highlights how the Civil Rights Movement challenged
these established hierarchies, forcing characters to confront their ingrained
beliefs and the privileges they afforded.

Hypocrisy and Self-Deception in "Everything That
Rises Must Converge"

A hallmark of 0'Connor's writing is her keen eye for hypocrisy, and
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" is a prime example. Julian, the
protagonist, fancies himself enlightened and progressive, yet his motivations
are often revealed to be rooted in a desire for intellectual superiority and
a superficial engagement with social justice. He criticizes his mother's
outdated views while simultaneously benefiting from the societal structures
they represent. His internal monologue is rife with self-deception, revealing
a deep-seated discomfort with genuine empathy. This theme of hypocrisy
extends to his mother as well, whose outwardly kind gestures are underpinned
by a fundamental misunderstanding and condescension towards the Black
community.



The Nature of True Redemption and Grace in
"Everything That Rises Must Converge"

While "Everything That Rises Must Converge" doesn't offer easy answers, it
implicitly probes the nature of redemption and grace. The unexpected act of
kindness from the Black woman, Wilhelmina, towards Julian at the story's
climax, which leads to his mother's collapse, can be interpreted in various
ways. Some see it as a moment of genuine grace, a stark contrast to Julian's
performative activism. Others view it as a forceful, almost violent,
imposition of reality, a collision that forces a reckoning. 0'Connor, known
for her Catholic faith, often infused her stories with a sense of the
spiritual, and the possibility of a transformative, albeit painful, awakening
is a persistent undercurrent.

In-Depth Character Analysis in "Everything That
Rises Must Converge"

"Everything That Rises Must Converge" features a cast of characters whose
complexities and contradictions drive the narrative. Flannery 0'Connor excels
at creating individuals who are deeply flawed yet undeniably human, forcing
readers to confront uncomfortable truths about societal behavior and personal
psychology. The characters in this story serve as microcosms of a society in
transition, grappling with the erosion of old traditions and the unsettling
emergence of new realities.

Julian: The Intellectual and His Illusions

Julian is the central figure through whom much of the story's irony is
conveyed. He is a college-educated young man who views himself as superior to
his mother's provincialism and her lingering Southern pride. Julian is
acutely aware of the racial injustices of the past and present, and he sees
himself as an ally to the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement. However, his
intellectualism often breeds a detached and performative activism. He yearns
to be seen as a modern, progressive individual, but his actions are
frequently motivated by a desire to distance himself from his mother's
perceived backwardness rather than a deep-seated commitment to equality. His
internal monologues reveal a profound self-absorption and a struggle with
genuine empathy, particularly evident in his interactions with his mother and
his imagined interactions with Black individuals.

Julian's Mother: The Fading Aristocracy and Its
Prejudices

Julian's mother embodies the old Southern aristocracy, a class whose power



and influence are waning. She is a woman steeped in tradition, clinging to
the remnants of a bygone era. Her outward demeanor often expresses a
superficial politeness and a patronizing kindness towards Black people, whom
she views through a paternalistic lens. This "benevolence" is, in reality, a
thinly veiled expression of her ingrained prejudice and her inability to see
Black individuals as equals. She believes in a benevolent hierarchy where
she, as a member of the white upper class, is inherently superior and thus
obligated to offer charity. Her insistence on wearing a hat to "match" the
blackness of the bus, a symbolic gesture of forced conformity, highlights her
discomfort and resistance to the changing social landscape.

The Minor Characters: Mirrors of Societal Dynamics

While Julian and his mother dominate the narrative, the minor characters play
crucial roles in reflecting the broader societal dynamics. The various
passengers on the bus, both Black and white, represent a cross-section of
society grappling with the changing times. The brief interactions and
unspoken tensions on the bus underscore the pervasive social anxieties. Even
the brief appearance of the Black child and his mother, and later,
Wilhelmina, serve to challenge Julian's assumptions and highlight the reality
of the lived experiences of those affected by racial inequality. Wilhelmina,
in particular, acts as a catalyst for the story's devastating climax, her
simple yet profound act of aggression leading to a moment of stark
realization for Julian.

Symbolism and Literary Devices in "Everything
That Rises Must Converge"

Flannery 0'Connor masterfully employs symbolism and literary devices in
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" to deepen the story's meaning and
impact. These elements work in concert to create a richly textured narrative
that invites multiple interpretations and rewards close reading. 0'Connor's
unique Southern Gothic style is evident in her deliberate use of imagery and
metaphor to convey complex psychological and social states.

The Elevator: A Symbol of Social Stratification

The recurring motif of the elevator serves as a potent symbol of social
stratification and the barriers between different groups. In the early part
of the story, Julian's mother refuses to ride the elevator, a clear
indication of her disdain for the modern, integrated world. Her insistence on
climbing the stairs, even when weakened, mirrors her resistance to social
change. The elevator represents progress and integration, a space where the
artificial divisions of class and race are meant to be transcended. Julian's
internal debate about whether to ride the elevator with his mother further



highlights his own internal conflict and his superficial embrace of
integration.

The Hat: A Metaphor for False Conscioushess

The hat, a seemingly innocuous accessory, becomes a powerful metaphor in
"Everything That Rises Must Converge." Julian's mother's decision to wear a
hat "to match the blackness of the bus" is a striking example of false
consciousness. She believes that by adopting a superficial similarity, she
can somehow neutralize or control the unsettling integration. It represents
her attempt to impose order and maintain her sense of superiority in a world
that is rapidly challenging her ingrained beliefs. Julian's critique of her
hat further emphasizes his intellectual distance, yet he too is caught in his
own forms of self-deception.

The Convergence: A Symbol of Inevitable Collision

The titular concept of convergence is embodied in the story's climax. The
"convergence" is not merely a physical meeting of individuals but a collision
of opposing ideologies, social forces, and personal pretenses. The crowded
bus represents the literal convergence of different social strata, a space
where the forced proximity of individuals with disparate backgrounds creates
tension. The ultimate convergence, the violent encounter between Wilhelmina
and Julian's mother, is the culmination of all the simmering societal and
personal conflicts. It is a forceful reminder that the forces of change, when
resisted, can erupt with devastating consequences.

Irony and 0'Connor's Narrative Voice

0'Connor's use of dramatic irony is central to the effectiveness of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge." The reader is often privy to the
characters' self-deception and hypocrisy in ways the characters themselves
are not. Julian's pronouncements about equality are undercut by his
judgmental thoughts, and his mother's supposed charity is exposed as
condescension. 0'Connor's detached, often sardonic, narrative voice amplifies
this irony, allowing her to critique societal norms and individual failings
without explicit judgment, letting the characters' actions and thoughts speak
for themselves.

The Profound Significance of the Title
"Everything That Rises Must Converge"

The title "Everything That Rises Must Converge," borrowed from a Gnostic
gospel, is deeply resonant with the themes and narrative arc of Flannery



0'Connor's short story. It encapsulates the core philosophical and social
ideas that the author explores through her characters and their predicaments.
The phrase itself suggests an inherent, almost inevitable, trajectory towards
a meeting point, a culmination of disparate elements.

Theological and Philosophical Underpinnings

The original Gnostic context of the phrase suggests a spiritual ascent and a
subsequent return or integration. In 0'Connor's hands, this philosophical
concept is secularized and applied to the social and psychological realities
of her characters. The "rising" can be interpreted as various forms of ascent
— social mobility, intellectual awakening, or even spiritual striving.
However, the inevitable "convergence" implies that these ascents will
eventually lead to a point of contact, often marked by conflict or
confrontation. This echoes the idea that attempts to rise above one's
circumstances or social standing will inevitably lead to an encounter with
others who are also striving or who represent established orders.

Social and Racial Convergence

In the context of the story, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" speaks
directly to the social and racial upheavals of the Civil Rights era. The
movement itself represented a "rising" of the oppressed, a push for equality
and recognition. This rising, by its very nature, necessitated a
"convergence" with the established white power structures. The story vividly
illustrates the tension and discomfort inherent in this convergence, as old
prejudices collide with new demands for justice. The bus scene, in
particular, is a microcosm of this convergence, forcing individuals from
different walks of life into close proximity.

Personal and Psychological Convergence

Beyond the societal implications, the title also speaks to the internal
struggles of the characters. Julian's intellectual "rising" — his perceived
elevation above his mother's views — eventually converges with the harsh
realities of racial prejudice and his own self-deception. His mother's
clinging to the past represents a different kind of "rising," a defiant
stance against change that ultimately leads to her collapse. The convergence,
in this sense, is a meeting of opposing psychological forces and a
confrontation with one's own limitations and hypocrisies. The story suggests
that all attempts to ascend, whether socially, intellectually, or
spiritually, will ultimately lead to an inevitable encounter with other
forces, often resulting in a crisis that forces introspection.



Historical Context and Significance of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge"

To fully appreciate the enduring power of "Everything That Rises Must
Converge," it is essential to understand its historical context. Flannery
0'Connor wrote this story in the 1960s, a period of immense social and
political upheaval in the United States, particularly concerning race
relations. The narrative is deeply embedded in the anxieties and
transformations of the Civil Rights Movement.

The Civil Rights Era and Southern Society

The 1960s were a transformative decade for America, marked by the dismantling
of segregation and the ongoing struggle for racial equality. The South, in
particular, was a focal point of this struggle, with deep-seated traditions
of racial segregation and discrimination being challenged by activists and
legislative reforms. 0'Connor, a keen observer of her native Georgia,
captured the palpable tension and the often-unspoken resistance to these
changes within her fiction. The story's setting on a bus, a space of forced
integration, directly reflects the societal shifts and the discomfort many
white Southerners felt as the social order was disrupted.

0'Connor's Unique Perspective on Southern Identity

Flannery 0'Connor, despite her progressive critiques of racial injustice,
remained a Southern writer, deeply rooted in the region's culture and its
complex history. Her perspective was often described as Southern Gothic, a
literary tradition that often features grotesque characters, decaying
settings, and a focus on the darker aspects of human nature and societal
decay. In "Everything That Rises Must Converge," she uses this lens to
examine the hypocrisy and moral failings of a society clinging to outdated
notions of race and class. She wasn't an advocate for radical change in the
way a political activist might be, but rather a literary artist who exposed
the moral rot that underpinned the established order.

The Story's Relevance to Contemporary Issues

Even decades after its publication, "Everything That Rises Must Converge"
remains remarkably relevant. The themes of racial tension, class disparity,
and the struggle with ingrained prejudice are ongoing challenges in
contemporary society. The story serves as a timeless examination of how
individuals and societies grapple with change, the persistence of old
ideologies, and the often-painful process of confronting one's own biases.
The narrative's exploration of performative activism versus genuine empathy
continues to resonate in discussions about social justice and allyship today.



Critical Reception and Enduring Legacy of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge"

Since its publication, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" has been widely
acclaimed by critics and has become a staple in literary studies. Flannery
0'Connor's distinct voice and her unflinching portrayal of the human
condition have cemented her reputation as one of America's most significant
short story writers. The story's enduring legacy lies in its ability to
provoke thought and discussion about fundamental societal and personal
issues.

Acclaim and Literary Significance

Upon its release, the story, which lent its title to 0'Connor's second
collection of short stories, was recognized for its masterful craftsmanship
and its insightful commentary on American life. Critics lauded 0'Connor's
ability to blend dark humor with profound social observation, creating
narratives that are both disturbing and illuminating. The story is frequently
anthologized and studied in literature courses worldwide, a testament to its
lasting impact and its capacity to engage new generations of readers.

0'Connor's Contribution to American Literature

Flannery 0'Connor's contribution to American literature is characterized by
her unique Southern Gothic style, her exploration of faith and grace, and her
unflinching examination of the grotesque and the absurd in everyday life.
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" exemplifies these qualities, showcasing
her talent for character development and thematic depth. She is celebrated
for her ability to challenge readers' assumptions and to provoke
introspection, making her work both challenging and deeply rewarding.

Why "Everything That Rises Must Converge" Continues
to Resonate

The story's continued relevance stems from its exploration of universal human
experiences: the struggle against change, the complexities of familial
relationships, and the pervasive nature of prejudice. The nuanced portrayal
of Julian, a character who embodies both intellectual aspiration and profound
self-deception, makes him a relatable, if flawed, figure. The story's
conclusion, while abrupt and shocking, leaves a lasting impression, forcing
readers to consider the consequences of societal and personal stagnation.
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" remains a powerful reminder that
confronting difficult truths is an essential part of growth, both
individually and collectively.



Conclusion: Unpacking the Profound Insights of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge"

"Everything That Rises Must Converge" by Flannery 0'Connor stands as a
monumental work of American literature, offering a profound and often
unsettling exploration of societal transformation, individual hypocrisy, and
the inescapable nature of change. Through its intricately drawn characters,
particularly the self-deceiving Julian and his prejudiced mother, 0'Connor
masterfully dissects the tensions inherent in the American South's grappling
with the Civil Rights Movement. The story's rich symbolism, from the elevator
to the hat, underscores the deep-seated social stratifications and the often-
performative attempts to navigate a shifting cultural landscape. Ultimately,
the title itself encapsulates the narrative's core message: that all forces,
whether social, personal, or ideological, are destined to meet, often in
moments of crisis that can lead to revelation or ruin. The enduring legacy of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" lies in its unflinching honesty and its
continued relevance in prompting critical reflection on prejudice, progress,
and the complex human condition, making it a vital text for understanding
both its historical moment and our own.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Flannery 0'Connor's
'Everything That Rises Must Converge'?

The story explores the theme of the collision between old Southern traditions
and the encroaching forces of modernity and social change, particularly
racial integration, and the often hypocritical and blind resistance to it.

Who are the main characters in the story, and what
do they represent?

The main characters are Julian, a young college student who believes he is
enlightened and progressive but is deeply judgmental, and his mother, a
proud, traditional Southern woman clinging to her past and harboring subtle
racism. They represent the generational and ideological divides in the post-
Civil War South.

What does the title 'Everything That Rises Must
Converge' signify?

The title, a quote from Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, suggests a spiritual and
physical convergence, implying that all disparate elements, even those
seemingly in opposition, will eventually meet and unite. In the context of
the story, it foreshadows the unavoidable confrontation and eventual, albeit



painful, reconciliation of opposing social forces.

How does O0'Connor use irony in the story?

0'Connor masterfully employs irony, particularly situational and dramatic
irony. Julian's perceived intellectual superiority is undermined by his own
prejudices and inability to act on his convictions, while his mother's
outward piety masks her deeply ingrained racism. The climactic event is also
rife with tragic irony.

What is the significance of the interracial yoga
class Julian attends?

The yoga class symbolizes the new, integrated society Julian ostensibly
supports. However, his participation is superficial and driven by a desire to
feel morally superior, highlighting his lack of genuine empathy and his
performative progressivism.

What role does the mother's hat play in the story?

The mother's flamboyant, ostentatious hat is a symbol of her clinging to a
bygone era of Southern gentility and social status, which is increasingly out
of touch with the changing times. It also serves as a point of contention
between her and Julian.

What is the climax of the story, and what is its
impact?

The climax occurs when Julian's mother suffers a stroke and collapses after
an encounter with the Black woman, Hull. The immediate aftermath, where
Julian is forced to confront his mother's vulnerability and his own
helplessness, represents a profound and tragic moment of convergence.

What is the ultimate message or interpretation of
the story's ending?

The ending is deliberately ambiguous but suggests that true understanding and
grace can only come through suffering and humiliation. Julian's realization
that his mother also experienced a desire for connection, even from the
person he tried to use to provoke her, forces a painful, yet potentially
redemptive, moment of self-awareness.

How does 0'Connor critique the concept of
superficial progressivism in the story?

0'Connor critiques those, like Julian, who embrace progressive ideas
intellectually without truly grappling with their implications or undergoing
genuine personal transformation. Their 'enlightenment' is often a guise for



ego and a convenient way to feel superior to those they perceive as less
enlightened, particularly their own parents.

Additional Resources

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

1. The Weight of Memory and Place

This collection explores how individuals are shaped by their ancestral homes
and the lingering echoes of past generations. It delves into the complexities
of cultural identity and the internal struggles faced when reconciling
tradition with modernity. The stories often feature characters grappling with
inherited burdens and the search for personal belonging.

2. Threads of Connection, Fraying at the Edges

This novel examines the intricate and often strained relationships within
families and communities, particularly across generational divides. It
highlights the subtle misunderstandings and unspoken tensions that can arise
as societal norms shift. The narrative focuses on moments of both profound
connection and inevitable separation.

3. The Spectrum of Belonging

This anthology presents diverse perspectives on what it means to belong in an
increasingly fragmented world. It features characters navigating social,
economic, and racial landscapes that often create barriers. The stories
collectively illustrate the fluidity of identity and the constant effort
required to forge one's place.

4. Echoes of the 0ld South

This historical fiction series vividly portrays the lingering social and
psychological impact of the antebellum South on contemporary life. It
examines how ingrained prejudices and historical narratives continue to
influence present-day interactions and beliefs. The books often center on
families wrestling with their past and its modern-day repercussions.

5. The Burden of Kin

This literary work delves into the often-difficult obligations and
expectations that come with family ties. It explores how personal desires can
clash with the perceived duties owed to relatives, especially elders. The
stories are characterized by their nuanced portrayals of love, resentment,
and duty.

6. Crosscurrents of Belief

This thought-provoking book investigates the friction and sometimes
surprising intersections between differing belief systems and ideologies. It
features characters whose worldviews are challenged by encountering those
with radically different perspectives. The narrative highlights the dynamic
tension between conviction and empathy.



7. Navigating the Unseen Currents

This collection of essays reflects on the often-invisible social forces and
historical contexts that shape individual experiences. It encourages readers
to consider the deeper, underlying factors influencing human behavior and
societal dynamics. The writing emphasizes the subtle, yet powerful,
influences that guide our lives.

8. The Convergence of Worlds

This speculative fiction novel imagines scenarios where disparate cultures,
technologies, or even realities collide. It explores the resultant chaos,
adaptation, and the emergence of new forms of understanding. The book
examines what happens when boundaries blur and the unexpected becomes
commonplace.

9. Generations Apart

This family saga chronicles the lives of multiple generations, highlighting
the distinct challenges and opportunities each era presents. It focuses on
how shared experiences are interpreted and transformed by differing
generational outlooks. The narrative underscores the cyclical nature of human
struggle and resilience.
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