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Everything That Rises Must Converge by Flannery O'Connor: A Deep Dive into Meaning and Impact

Everything That Rises Must Converge by Flannery O'Connor is a masterfully crafted short story that
delves into the complexities of human nature, societal change, and the often-unseen forces that drive
individuals and communities. This seminal work, central to understanding O'Connor's unique Southern
Gothic style, explores the turbulent post-Civil Rights era South and its impact on families and deeply
entrenched beliefs. Readers will find in this story a profound exploration of hypocrisy, generational
conflict, and the paradoxical ways in which people are both isolated and bound together. We will unpack
the key themes, characters, symbolism, and enduring relevance of this powerful narrative, offering a
comprehensive analysis for students, literature enthusiasts, and anyone interested in the intricacies of
American storytelling.
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To fully appreciate the depth and nuance of Flannery O'Connor's "Everything That Rises Must Converge,"
understanding the specific historical and social milieu in which it was written is crucial. The story,
published in 1965, emerged during a period of profound upheaval in the American South, directly
following the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964. This era was marked by the dismantling of Jim Crow
laws, the desegregation of public spaces, and a growing, often contentious, awareness of racial inequality.

O'Connor, a devout Catholic and keen observer of human behavior, was deeply interested in the ways that
societal shifts intersected with deeply ingrained personal and regional identities. The South of this period
was a place where old hierarchies were being challenged, but where the psychological and social residue of
slavery and segregation remained potent. The story captures the palpable tension between those who clung
to the vestiges of the old order and those who were navigating the uncertain terrain of a changing
America.

The narrative specifically addresses the desegregation of public accommodations, a central battleground of
the Civil Rights Movement. The setting of the YMCA, with its newly integrated spaces, becomes a
microcosm for the larger societal shifts occurring. Julian’s frustration and his mother’s resistance to these
changes reflect the broader anxieties and prejudices prevalent in certain segments of Southern society.
O'Connor’s genius lies in her ability to portray these large-scale social dynamics through the intimate, often
uncomfortable, interactions of her characters.

Key Characters and Their Roles in "Everything That Rises Must



Converge"

The power of "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is significantly amplified by its richly drawn
characters, particularly Julian and his mother. Their complex relationship and individual worldviews serve
as the primary vehicle for O'Connor’s exploration of the story’s central themes.

Julian, the Intellectual Protagonist

Julian is the story’s focal point, a young college-educated man who believes himself to be more enlightened
than his mother. He is acutely aware of the social injustices of the past and professes a belief in racial
equality, yet his motivations are often rooted in a desire for intellectual superiority and a critical
detachment from his Southern heritage. Julian’s internal monologue reveals his contempt for his mother’s
lingering prejudices and his yearning to distance himself from her perceived provincialism.

However, O'Connor masterfully exposes Julian's own form of hypocrisy. His liberal pronouncements often
feel performative, a means of self-affirmation rather than genuine empathy. He romanticizes the idea of
racial integration and even fantasizes about being a champion of the downtrodden, but his actions are
largely passive and self-serving. His attempts to connect with the Black community are tinged with an
almost anthropological curiosity, revealing a lingering sense of otherness and a desire to be seen as an
outsider observing the spectacle of social progress.

Julian's Mother and Her Outdated Worldview

Julian’s mother represents the old guard, a woman who has inherited the social attitudes of the pre-Civil
Rights South. She is outwardly genteel and possesses a superficial politeness, but her interactions reveal a
deep-seated, unexamined racism. Her dependence on Julian, coupled with her unwavering adherence to
traditional social customs, creates a palpable tension between them.

Her insistence on wearing a hat, even in the stifling heat of the YMCA, is symbolic of her anachronistic
adherence to social norms that are rapidly becoming obsolete. She views the desegregation of the YMCA
with a mixture of disbelief and resentment, clinging to a past where such integrations were unthinkable.
Her pronouncements about "negroes" and her casual use of offensive terminology highlight the ingrained
nature of her prejudices, which Julian finds both embarrassing and deeply troubling.



The Appearance of Juanita and Her Son

The introduction of Juanita, a Black woman, and her young son, initially appears to be the embodiment of
the social change Julian champions. Julian is eager to interact with them, seeing in their presence an
opportunity to validate his progressive stance and to subtly condescend to his mother.

However, O'Connor subverts Julian’s expectations. Juanita is not a passive recipient of his liberal guilt or a
symbol of his intellectual superiority. She is a pragmatic woman, navigating her own life and struggles.
Her interactions with Julian are straightforward, devoid of the performative politeness he anticipates. The
encounter culminates in a shocking act of violence that disrupts Julian’s carefully constructed worldview,
forcing him to confront the unpredictable and often brutal realities beneath the surface of societal change.

Exploring the Core Themes in "Everything That Rises Must
Converge"

Flannery O'Connor's short story is a rich tapestry of interconnected themes, each woven with the
characteristic sharpness and unflinching honesty that define her literary style. The title itself, "Everything
That Rises Must Converge," hints at the fundamental idea of opposing forces or entities eventually
meeting, often in unexpected or dramatic ways.

Hypocrisy and Moral Ambiguity

Perhaps the most prominent theme is hypocrisy, evident in both Julian and his mother, albeit in different
forms. Julian’s intellectualized disdain for racism is undermined by his own self-absorption and his
performative liberalism. He judges his mother’s overt racism while simultaneously failing to connect
genuinely with the Black community he claims to admire. His internal monologues reveal a profound
detachment from genuine human connection, prioritizing his own perceived moral superiority.

His mother’s hypocrisy lies in her outward civility masking deeply ingrained prejudices. She expresses
concern for Julian and maintains a veneer of Southern gentility, yet her language and attitudes betray a
fundamental belief in racial hierarchy. The story suggests that societal progress does not automatically
eradicate deeply held beliefs, and that even those who advocate for change can be blind to their own
failings.



Generational Conflict and the Weight of Tradition

The dynamic between Julian and his mother is a clear manifestation of generational conflict. Julian feels
burdened by the traditions and social mores of his upbringing, seeking to escape the perceived
backwardness of his Southern roots. His education and exposure to different ideas have alienated him from
his mother’s generation and their way of life.

Conversely, his mother embodies the persistence of tradition, finding comfort and identity in the
established social order. Her reliance on old courtesies and her nostalgic view of the past highlight the
difficulty of shedding deeply ingrained cultural norms. The story illustrates how the past continues to
shape the present, creating friction between those who embrace change and those who resist it.

Race Relations and Social Change

At its heart, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is a story about the turbulent racial landscape of the
American South in transition. The desegregation of the YMCA serves as a tangible symbol of the broader
Civil Rights Movement and its impact on everyday life. O'Connor does not shy away from portraying the
lingering racial tensions and the complex emotional responses to these changes.

Julian’s internal struggle reflects the intellectual and emotional challenges faced by many white
Southerners grappling with the erosion of racial segregation. His desire to be “modern” and enlightened
clashes with the deeply entrenched racial attitudes he has inherited. The story explores the idea that true
social change requires more than just legal or institutional reform; it demands a fundamental shift in
individual hearts and minds, something O'Connor suggests is profoundly difficult to achieve.

The Nature of Grace and Redemption

While not explicitly religious in a proselytizing way, O'Connor’s Catholic faith deeply informs her
understanding of grace and redemption. The climactic event of the story—the epileptic seizure and
subsequent death of Julian's mother—is a moment of profound disruption. In her final moments, she offers
Julian’s hat to the Black child, a gesture that can be interpreted in various ways.

Some critics see this as a moment of genuine, albeit unconscious, grace. In her confusion and near-death
state, she may be transcending her ingrained prejudices and reaching out in a gesture of unsolicited
kindness or perhaps even recognition of shared humanity. The hat, previously a symbol of her adherence
to outdated social customs, becomes an instrument of potential reconciliation. The story leaves the reader to
ponder whether this is a moment of true redemption or a final, desperate act of adherence to a fractured



past.

Significant Symbolism in "Everything That Rises Must
Converge"

Flannery O'Connor is renowned for her masterful use of symbolism, and "Everything That Rises Must
Converge" is no exception. The story is replete with objects, places, and even names that carry profound
thematic weight, enriching the reader's understanding of the narrative’s deeper meanings.

The Title Itself: "Everything That Rises Must Converge"

The title is arguably the most significant symbol, directly referencing a scientific principle – the law of
universal gravitation, which states that all objects with mass attract each other. In the context of the story, it
suggests an inevitable coming together of disparate forces, ideas, and people. This convergence can be social,
racial, or even spiritual. It implies a natural order where separation is temporary and a merging is
ultimately unavoidable, though the nature of that convergence – whether harmonious or violent – is left
ambiguous.

The Hat as a Symbol of Tradition and Identity

Julian's mother’s hat is a recurring and potent symbol. She wears it as a marker of her social standing and
adherence to proper Southern etiquette. It represents her identity, her connection to a past social order, and
her resistance to the changing times. The hat’s stiffness and its presence even in the oppressive heat of the
YMCA highlight her rigid adherence to convention and her unwillingness to adapt. The hat’s eventual
transfer to the Black child is a moment of profound symbolic resonance, suggesting a potential bridging of
divides or a final, ironic gesture of misplaced generosity.

The "New Day" Cleaners: A Mockery of Progress

The "New Day" Cleaners, a business owned by a Black man, represents the burgeoning Black
entrepreneurship and the social shifts occurring in the South. However, O'Connor imbues the name with a
layer of irony. For Julian, the "New Day" might represent progress and enlightenment, but for his mother,
it signifies a disruption of the old order. The name, meant to evoke a fresh start and forward movement,
also carries the weight of the past's unresolved issues, suggesting that the promise of a new day is complex



and fraught with the shadows of what came before.

The Rooftop: A Place of Isolation and Observation

The rooftop of the YMCA is a significant setting. Julian often retreats there, both physically and
metaphorically, to observe the world and to distance himself from his mother. It’s a place of isolation, where
he can indulge in his critical thoughts and feel superior. It also represents a liminal space, a place between
the ground-level reality and the wider sky, suggesting a state of suspension or contemplation before an
inevitable descent or engagement with the world below. His mother's final moments occur on this rooftop,
a place that has symbolized Julian's intellectual and emotional detachment.

The Enduring Impact and Legacy of "Everything That Rises
Must Converge"

Flannery O'Connor's "Everything That Rises Must Converge" continues to resonate with readers decades
after its publication, solidifying its place as a significant work of American literature. Its exploration of
timeless themes, coupled with O'Connor's distinctive narrative voice, ensures its continued relevance in
discussions of social change, human nature, and the complexities of the American experience.

The story is frequently anthologized and studied in literature courses, serving as an exemplary text for
understanding Southern Gothic literature, short story structure, and the nuanced portrayal of character.
Students and scholars alike grapple with its provocative themes, its often-uncomfortable realism, and its
lasting philosophical questions.

Furthermore, the story's unflinching examination of race relations in the American South offers a critical
lens through which to view the ongoing dialogues about equality, prejudice, and the legacy of historical
injustices. O'Connor’s work challenges readers to look beyond superficial notions of progress and to confront
the deeply ingrained biases that can persist even in the face of societal evolution.

The enduring impact of "Everything That Rises Must Converge" lies in its ability to provoke thought and
to challenge conventional wisdom. It is a story that does not offer easy answers but instead invites
contemplation, forcing readers to confront uncomfortable truths about themselves and the world around
them. Its legacy is one of intellectual rigor and artistic brilliance, a testament to Flannery O'Connor's
profound insight into the human condition.



Analyzing Flannery O'Connor's Distinctive Writing Style

Flannery O'Connor's literary style is instantly recognizable, characterized by its stark realism, darkly
humorous undertones, and a profound, often unsettling, spiritual dimension. "Everything That Rises Must
Converge" is a prime example of her masterful craftsmanship, showcasing her ability to imbue everyday
situations with immense symbolic and thematic weight.

Her prose is economical and precise, yet it possesses a visceral quality that draws the reader deeply into the
characters' experiences. O'Connor excels at capturing the specific cadences of Southern speech and thought,
lending an authentic and immediate feel to her narratives. The dialogue in "Everything That Rises Must
Converge" is particularly effective, revealing character through subtle nuances in language, unspoken
tensions, and the characters' particular ways of expressing their prejudices and desires.

O'Connor's use of irony is a cornerstone of her style. She often juxtaposes the characters' stated intentions or
perceived virtues with their underlying flaws and hypocrisies. This creates a sense of dramatic irony that
can be both humorous and deeply critical. The story’s title itself, a scientific principle applied to human
interaction, hints at the intellectual and ironic underpinnings of her storytelling.

Moreover, her signature "grotesque"—the exaggerated, often shocking, portrayal of characters and
situations—serves a thematic purpose. It is not gratuitous but rather a means of highlighting the spiritual or
moral deformities that O'Connor sought to expose. The climactic event in the story, while tragic, is
presented with a starkness that underscores the inherent strangeness and unpredictable nature of life and
the potential for moments of profound, albeit often violent, revelation.

Critical Interpretations of "Everything That Rises Must
Converge"

Over the years, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" has been subjected to a wide array of critical
interpretations, reflecting its rich thematic complexity and its enduring capacity to spark intellectual
debate. Scholars and literary critics have approached the story from various theoretical perspectives, each
shedding new light on its multifaceted meanings.

Many interpretations focus on the story as a social commentary on the Civil Rights era. Critics analyze how
O'Connor depicts the anxieties and resistance to desegregation, exploring the nuanced ways in which racial
attitudes were evolving, or failing to evolve, in the South. The story is often seen as a critique of
performative liberalism, particularly through the character of Julian, whose espoused ideals are often
undercut by his ego and lack of genuine empathy.



Theological and spiritual readings are also prevalent, given O'Connor's devout Catholicism. These
interpretations often examine the story through the lens of divine grace, redemption, and the nature of sin.
The climactic moment is frequently dissected to understand whether Julian's mother experiences a
genuine moment of spiritual awakening or if the event is merely a tragic consequence of her deeply
ingrained flaws. The hat’s journey, for example, can be seen as a symbol of the elusive nature of grace,
bestowed unexpectedly and perhaps unworthily.

Another significant area of critical focus is the exploration of the parent-child relationship, particularly the
Oedipal undertones in Julian's complex relationship with his mother. Critics analyze the power dynamics,
the generational clash, and the psychological entanglements that define their interactions. Julian’s
intellectual rebellion against his mother is often viewed as a struggle for independence that is ultimately
thwarted by his own internal contradictions and his inability to escape the legacy of his upbringing.

Feminist literary criticism has also weighed in, examining the portrayal of Julian's mother and the societal
expectations placed upon women of her generation. Her adherence to traditional roles and her reliance on
her son are often analyzed within the broader context of Southern matriarchy and the limitations imposed
by patriarchal structures.

Approaching and Understanding "Everything That Rises Must
Converge"

Reading and comprehending "Everything That Rises Must Converge" can be a deeply rewarding
experience, provided one approaches it with an open mind and an awareness of O'Connor's distinctive style
and thematic concerns. The story rewards careful attention to detail and a willingness to engage with its
morally ambiguous characters and challenging subject matter.

It is advisable to read the story at least twice. The first reading can help to grasp the plot, the characters, and
the immediate emotional impact. A second reading, however, allows for a deeper appreciation of the subtle
symbolism, the nuances of the dialogue, and the intricate thematic layers that O'Connor has so skillfully
woven into the narrative. Paying close attention to Julian's internal monologues is crucial, as they reveal
his intellectualizations and his underlying insecurities.

Understanding the historical context of the Civil Rights Movement in the American South is also highly
beneficial. Familiarity with the social and political climate of the 1960s will illuminate the significance of
the desegregation of public spaces and the racial tensions that permeate the story. Researching Flannery
O'Connor’s biography and her Catholic faith can also provide valuable insight into the philosophical and
spiritual underpinnings of her work.

When engaging with the story, it is important to resist the urge to immediately judge the characters.



O'Connor rarely presents simplistic heroes or villains. Instead, she offers complex portraits of individuals
grappling with their own flaws, beliefs, and the pressures of their environment. The power of
"Everything That Rises Must Converge" lies precisely in its refusal to offer easy moral pronouncements,
inviting the reader to engage in their own critical thinking and to draw their own conclusions about the
human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme explored in Flannery O'Connor's 'Everything
That Rises Must Converge'?
The central theme is the often painful and disruptive nature of social and ideological change, particularly
the clash between old Southern traditions and the burgeoning Civil Rights movement, and how
individuals are forced to confront their prejudices and assumptions in the face of it.

Who are the main characters and what do they represent in the story?
The main characters are Julian, a young, intellectually pretentious college student who believes himself
superior to his mother's outdated views, and his mother, a proud, traditional Southern woman clinging to a
fading aristocratic past. Julian represents a misguided attempt at progressive thinking, while his mother
embodies the resistance to societal evolution.

What is the significance of the title 'Everything That Rises Must
Converge'?
The title, taken from a Pierre Teilhard de Chardin quote, suggests that all opposing forces, ideas, and
people, however separate they may seem, are ultimately destined to meet and interact, often in a
transformative, even violent, way.

How does the story portray the generational divide and differing
perspectives on race and society?
The story starkly contrasts Julian's liberal, yet condescending, views with his mother's deeply ingrained
racism and nostalgia for the antebellum South. This generational gap highlights the societal upheaval and
the difficulty of bridging differing worldviews.

What is the symbolic meaning of the mother's hat and its ultimate fate?
The mother's ornate hat, a symbol of her social aspirations and clinging to a past grandeur, is meant to be a
gift for a Black woman in a gesture of superficial charity. Its eventual destruction, when the woman



removes it and throws it at the mother, signifies the rejection of patronizing pity and the violent collapse of
the mother's illusions.

What is the role of the African American characters, particularly the
woman on the bus and her son, in the story?
The Black characters, including the woman on the bus and her son, serve as catalysts for Julian's and his
mother's confrontations with their own prejudices. The son's forceful interaction with the mother at the
end is the ultimate act of convergence, forcing a violent realization upon her.

How does O'Connor use irony and dark humor to explore the story's
themes?
O'Connor employs irony extensively, particularly in Julian's self-perceived intellectual superiority which
is constantly undermined by his actions and his mother's persistent, albeit racist, pronouncements. The dark
humor arises from the absurdity of the characters' situations and their inability to truly understand each
other.

What is the significance of the final encounter on the street with the boy
and his mother?
The final encounter is the story's climax and the literalization of the title. The boy, representing a new,
uncompromised generation, strikes the mother, causing her to have a heart attack. In her final moments,
she sees the boy's face, and for the first time, her prejudiced worldview seems to momentarily break,
recognizing a shared humanity.

What message does 'Everything That Rises Must Converge' offer about
redemption or enlightenment?
The story suggests that true enlightenment, or a moment of grace, often comes through profound, even
devastating, experiences that shatter one's illusions and force a confrontation with reality. The mother's
final, albeit brief, moment of seeing the boy's face implies a flicker of potential, earned through immense
suffering.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles, all starting with "I," related to the themes and style of Flannery O'Connor's
"Everything That Rises Must Converge":

1. In the Shadow of the Magnolia: This novel delves into the complexities of generational conflict and



ingrained societal prejudices in the American South. It explores the struggle of a younger generation to
break free from the inherited biases of their elders, often leading to painful confrontations and unexpected
moments of understanding. The narrative captures the suffocating atmosphere of tradition and the
desperate yearning for change.

2. Illuminated by Grace: This collection of essays examines instances of divine intervention or unexpected
spiritual awakenings in the lives of ordinary, often flawed, individuals. It highlights how moments of
profound revelation can pierce through even the most mundane or desperate circumstances. The essays
explore the often jarring and transformative nature of encountering the sacred.

3. Internal Rifts and Resurrections: This book offers a series of interconnected short stories that dissect the
fractured inner lives of characters grappling with moral decay and the possibility of redemption. Each story
presents individuals wrestling with their own demons and societal expectations, often leading to dramatic,
sometimes violent, resolutions. The focus is on the psychological landscape of sin and the arduous path
toward spiritual renewal.

4. Irony of the Iron Curtain: Set against the backdrop of a politically charged and rigidly controlled society,
this novel uses dark humor to expose the absurdities of totalitarianism. It follows a family caught in the
machinery of the state, where their personal lives are constantly at odds with the official narrative. The
story illustrates how individual spirit can be both crushed and, at times, ironically preserved.

5. Inherited Sins, Bitter Fruits: This historical fiction piece traces the legacy of injustice and its lingering
effects through multiple generations of a Southern family. It showcases how past transgressions, particularly
those rooted in racial inequality, continue to shape present-day relationships and societal dynamics. The
narrative is rich with the weight of history and the consequences of unaddressed wrongs.

6. Impending Salvation's Fury: This collection of allegorical tales explores the often violent and disruptive
nature of spiritual awakening and societal upheaval. The stories are filled with symbolic characters and
events that represent a struggle between the old order and a new, often chaotic, form of grace. It suggests
that true transformation can come with a fierce and unexpected intensity.

7. Invisible Strands of Kinship: This novel focuses on the tangled and often strained relationships within a
Southern matriarchal family. It uncovers the unspoken expectations, deep-seated resentments, and
unexpected bonds that connect family members across the years. The story highlights how shared history
and blood ties, however fraught, exert a powerful influence.

8. In the Mire of the Mundane: This book presents a darkly comic look at the everyday struggles and moral
compromises faced by people living in provincial, often suffocating, environments. It explores the human
capacity for both cruelty and unexpected kindness in the face of limited horizons. The narrative captures
the gritty reality of life and the surprising moments of human connection.

9. Ironic Twists of Fate's Loom: This series of interwoven narratives follows characters whose lives are
dramatically altered by a series of coincidences and unforeseen circumstances. The stories highlight the



capricious nature of destiny and the often surprising ways in which lives intersect, leading to both disaster
and unexpected enlightenment. It's a testament to the unpredictable tapestry of human existence.
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