
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Who is like God?: Divine versus Demonic Authority in the Works of Dostoevsky 
and Flannery O’Connor 

 
Jessica Lynice Hooten, Ph.D. 

 
Mentor:  Ralph C. Wood, Ph.D. 

 

This dissertation explores issues of authority in the works of Fyodor 

Dostoevsky and Flannery O’Connor, using René Girard’s theory of mimesis.  

O’Connor and Dostoevsky recognize the rejection of divine authority as the 

central religious problem of the modern world.  Though their continents and 

centuries differ, the two writers lived in comparable cultures:  the godlessness of 

nineteenth-century Russia only foreshadowed that of the twentieth-century 

American South.  Moreover, in The Brothers Karamazov as well as in the whole of 

O’Connor’s works, the godless world is not a neutral territory but a demonic 

dominion wherein characters who have rejected God as their authority now 

imitate Satan.  René Girard defines freedom as the choice between Satan and 

God, in such a way that the choosing of Satan is also a choosing of autonomous 

selfhood:  “At the heart of everything there is always human pride or God, that 

is, the two forms of freedom” (Resurrection from the Underground 139).  As within 



 

every person so within every literary character of Dostoevsky and O’Connor, the 

heart is a battleground between God and Satan, or more accurately, between the 

authority of Christ and that of the autonomous self. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 
In the celestial battle, God’s angels cried out against the prideful 

renegades, “Who is like God?”1  This cry signifies the singular authority of their 

high commander and the creator of the universe.  As the angels cried out to the 

demons, so God cries out repeatedly to his children, “Who is like God?”2  That 

no one is like God but God should be beyond question, yet the question arises 

because God must contend with an imposter who has set up a rival authority—

Satan.  Thus, there are two alternatives: to model God or Satan, to submit to 

divine or demonic authority3.  Flannery O’Connor and Fyodor Dostoevsky 

recognize the rejection of divine authority as the central religious problem of the 

                                                        
1 Revelation 12:7 “Then war broke out in heaven; Michael and his angels battled against 

the dragon.” In Hebrew, “Michael” means “Who is like God?”  

2 In Psalm 71:19, the psalmist cries out to God, “O God, who is like you?” In Job, this is 
God’s primary question to the sufferer, and Micah the prophet received his name because he 
traveled the town asking, “Who is like God?” Moreover, in Ezekiel 28:2, the Lord says, “In the 
pride of your heart you say, ‘I am a god’…But you are a man and not god” and in verse 9, “Will 
you then say, ‘I am god’…? You will be a man, not a god.”  

3 David Cunningham suggests that such an either-or choice is problematic for a God who 
is both divine and human, three in one, etc.  The statement, “A human being is either under the 
control of God, or of the devil” (137) is too simplistic, even dualistic.  In contrast to this either-or 
dilemma, he argues, “The Brothers Karamazov offers a sustained polemic against binary 
oppositions and simplistic accounts of unity” (138).  His “trinitarian alternative” allows for the 
Karamazov family members “to be angelic, and demonic, and many other things as well: indeed, 
to be possessed of al these elements—to differing degrees, to be sure—but possessed all the 
same” (145).  While persons are always in flux, under development, and unfinalizable (to use 
Bakhtin’s term), they are faced with the choice of modeling either God or not God—i.e., either 
living in obedience to the Gospel or giving oneself over, often unawares, to Satan, the sovereign 
self, or any other alternative to divine authority. 
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modern world.  Though their continents and centuries differ, the two writers 

lived in comparable cultures: both Russia and the South are entrenched in the 

Judeo-Christian tradition, though both have suffered the effects of secularization.  

George Steiner writes, “The Russian mind was, literally, God-haunted” (43), 

echoing O’Connor’s similar claim that the South is “Christ-haunted.”4  However, 

these haunted worlds are not neutral territories but demonic dominions wherein 

those characters who have rejected God as their authority now unknowingly 

imitate Satan. 

 
I.  Flannery O’Connor and Fyodor Dostoevsky Critically Connected 

No critic has thoroughly assessed the literary and theological association 

between O’Connor and Dostoevsky, though a host of critics, such as Ted Spivey, 

Preston Browning, Jr., David Eggenschwiler, Susan Srigley, and Ralph Wood, 

have commented briefly on the similarities.  To date, only one master’s thesis and 

a handful of articles discuss the connection in any detail.  The sheer number of 

critics who compare the two writers begs for more extensive scholarship on the 

connection. 

Katherine Prown’s Master’s thesis is valuable in that it first draws the two 

writers together as living in the same disenchanted world, despite their 

geographically and chronologically different ones.  Within forty-two pages, 

                                                        
4 In her essay on “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction,” O’Connor writes, 

“I think it is safe to say that while the South is hardly Christ-centered, it is most certainly Christ-
haunted” (Collected Works 818). 
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Prown does not have enough space to elaborate on all her various conclusions, 

and her study is limited by a negative thesis, for Prown defines what O’Connor 

and Dostoevsky are against rather than what they are for.  Prown assesses both 

writers in terms of their antimodernism:  

Their common vision suggests that antimodernist thought has not 
been confined primarily to a single century, nor to one region or 
continent; rather, it is a viable intellectual tradition that has 
contributed a great deal toward arriving at an understanding of the 
shortcomings and imperfections of life in the modern world.  (iv) 

 
While O’Connor and Dostoevsky illustrate the weaknesses of the modern world, 

neither writer is necessarily antimodernist.  Both reject the modern form of 

atheism, though not modernism itself.  Stylistically, Dostoevsky may be called a 

progenitor of modernism and O’Connor a descendant5. 

Though Prown’s thesis is the most extensive comparison of the two 

authors, a few other scholars, such as Temira Pachmuss, have examined 

O’Connor and Dostoevsky in conjunction.  As her title “Dostoevsky and 

America’s Southern Women Writers:  Parallels and Confluences” suggests, 

Pachmuss focuses on concurrent themes, ideas, and techniques between 

Dostoevsky and Southern writers, including O’Connor, Carson McCullers, and 

Eudora Welty.  She begins with the assertion: “Dostoevsky prophetically 

                                                        
5 In Peter Kaye’s book on Dostoevsky’s influence on the British modern authors, he 

suggests Dostoevsky as a prototype of the modern artist (3).  O’Connor studied many of the 
modern authors that Kaye lists, and she had a special fondness for Conrad, who aimed “to render 
the highest possible justice to the visible universe.” Of course, O’Connor goes further than 
Conrad because she believes that “the visible universe is a reflection of the invisible universe” 
(The Habit of Being 128).   
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captures this phase of modernism with its underlying theme of the continuous 

warfare between God and Satan” (15).  Like Prown’s thesis, Pachmuss’s article 

focuses on O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s depictions of the absurdity of a world 

that denies supernatural reality.  Pachmuss places the conflict of authority in the 

modern world as the central conflict in the authors’ works. 

Like Prown and Pachmuss, Norman McMillan notes the writers’ shared 

grotesque technique, quoting Pachmuss’s article.  While Pachmuss attempts to 

reflect influence, McMillan develops more O’Connor’s thematic similarity with 

Dostoevsky.  McMillan lists fifteen critics in his footnote who have also “noted in 

passing an affinity between the two authors,” although none “of these critics 

argues that O’Connor was directly influenced by Dostoevsky, but all seem to 

assume a shared vision” (16).  McMillan’s use of the word “vision” here is critical 

to his argument, for he compares the visions of Dostoevsky’s Marmeladov and 

O’Connor’s Mrs. Turpin.  McMillan explains that the authors’ dramatic style 

“drive[s] the reader from passivity.  In fact, the same revelations the characters 

experience may be experienced by readers as well” (21).  He concludes his article 

with a consideration of Dostoevsky and O’Connor’s shared audience, which, as 

has been established, is a world that needs such visions.   

Twenty years later, Marion Montgomery asserted that because of the 

Dostoevsky’s particular kind of attention to transcendent truth, he must be 

considered a “Southern” writer. He declares:  
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[I]n my epithet of Dostoevsky as ‘Southerner,’ we find him 
engaging more than literal geography at an actual place—his 
present concern the environs of Petersburg as influenced by 
Moscow, as say Atlanta has been influenced by New York City.  
The juxtaposition here foreshadows our concern for the kinship 
between another actual Southern writer, Flannery O’Connor, and 
Dostoevsky.  (55) 

 
Montgomery elaborates on the kinship between the two writers, focusing 

primarily on their grotesque interest in the demonic, their relationship to 

modernism, and the themes of freedom and responsibility.  Often, critics focus 

on O’Connor as a Catholic or regional writer, but in placing Dostoevsky in the 

company of O’Connor, Montgomery raises O’Connor above critical reductions of 

her work.  After listing their similarities, he declares, “The concern here is not 

with ‘literary influences,’ but with a community of the living and the dead who 

hold to spiritual truths about man himself, however difficult it is to engage and 

then embrace those truths” (76).  While literary influence may be a possibility, it 

is not as significant as the spiritual correlations between the two writers’ works.   

In fact, Dostoevsky’s direct influence on Flannery O’Connor is impossible 

to prove because first, she never makes any such claim, although she does cite 

Dostoevsky as a favorite author (Magee 47), and second, she regrettably never 

marked her editions of Dostoevsky’s texts.  Three of his texts were in her 

personal library at her death: Crime and Punishment, The Possessed, and The Best 

Short Stories of Dostoevsky.  From her letters, it is evident that she read The Brothers 
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Karamazov and The Idiot several times6.  In at least a dozen letters and several 

interviews, she mentions Dostoevsky.  Moreover, from early in her career, 

O’Connor has been associated with Dostoevsky.  When asked about her 

influences, O’Connor refers to the books she read in graduate school, mentioning 

Dostoevsky among her preferred Russian novelists, as she read “not Tolstoy so 

much but Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Chekhov and Gogol” (Collected Works 948).  In 

a 1955 interview, Harvey Breit asked O’Connor whether she thought that 

“there’s something to” the connection between her contemporary South and the 

Russia of the nineteenth century.  O’Connor responded tersely, “I think there is” 

(Magee 8).  Her laconic response is in keeping with O’Connor’s other comments 

concerning her influences.  She confesses the subliminal impact of authors, such 

as Henry James and Joseph Conrad, who would “affect [her] writing without 

[her] being bothered knowing how” (The Habit of Being 63).  This jest concerning 

Conrad contains additional irony, since Conrad, despite his protest to the 

contrary, is often linked with Dostoevsky.  Moreover, O’Connor admits two 

other influences that also have been tied to Dostoevsky:  Edgar Allan Poe and 

Nikolai Gogol7. 

                                                        
6 In a letter to Spivey (Nov. 16, 1958), she references The Brothers Karamazov: “But in the 

Legend, Dostoevsky is using the Inquisition as a figure for the whole Church” (The Habit of Being 
304).  First, when O’Connor bought The Idiot, she records a conversation with her mother (Feb. 1, 
1953), and in a letter to Father J.H.  McCown (Aug. 5, 1962), she alludes to a character: “She says 
Msgr. [Illych] is straight out of Dostoevsky (488).  Finally, even with little amount of time, she 
chooses to re-read Dostoevsky (Apr. 27, 1963): “It seems to me I don’t have much time to read.  I 
intend to read Dostoevsky this summer…” (515). 

7 In discussing her literary influences, O’Connor mentions Edgar Allan Poe: “[A]lways 
the largest thing that looms up is The Humerous Tales of Edgar Allan Poe [sic]” (The Habit of Being 
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When O’Connor first read Dostoevsky in graduate school at the 

University of Iowa in 1945, the Russian author’s novels and short works had only 

recently gained popularity.  Despite numerous translations into French and 

German, Dostoevsky’s work did not begin to be translated into English until the 

year of his death 1881.  Although Crime and Punishment and The Idiot were 

translated in 1886 and 1887 respectively, they were not reissued until the 1920s 

because Dostoevsky was unpopular with English readers. Rachel May offers 

examples of English readers’ reception of Dostoevsky: “Commentary on 

Dostoevsky stressed his wildness, his uncouth qualities, his deviation from 

literary norms” (27).  Despite Dostoevsky’s success with Russian readers, even 

with the great Tolstoy himself, as well as such German readers as Nietzsche, the 

English and American audiences preferred Turgenev, who catered to their notion 

of realistic literature.  By the 1920s, however, Constance Garnett had translated 

Dostoevsky into English, thus increasing his American readership,8 which would 

eventually include O’Connor. 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                                     
98).  In a 1962 interview, O’Connor says, “I’m sure Gogol influenced me” (Magee 94).  
Dostoevsky also read much of Poe, as Madina Tlostanova writes in “The Russian ‘Fate’ of 
Southern Letters, or Southern Fiction and ‘Soviet’ Diction”: “Poe, who began to be translated and 
published in Russia in the 1840s, was truly ‘discovered’ first by Dostoevsky” (28).  Belinsky 
writes that Dostoevsky “as a writer of great talent cannot be called an imitator of Gogol though 
he certainly owes a great deal to him” (qtd. in Magarshack’s introduction to Dostoevsky’s Short 
Stories xiv). 

8 The Modern Library editions, which were the most popular editions of Dostoevsky’s 
works sold in America, used the Garnett translation.   
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II.  Dostoevsky: Russian of the South 

Even without evidence regarding O’Connor’s personal reading of 

Dostoevsky, it is implausible that a Southern writer after the 1920s would not 

have felt his presence.  On January 31, 1938, TIME magazine cited the publisher 

Bennet Cerf’s assertion that “Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov is the most 

popular of the Modern Library’s 257 titles, [and] has sold 120,000 copies in ten 

years” (“Books,” 2008). In addition to his posthumous literary success among 

American readers, at that time, Dostoevsky had producers from Hollywood to 

Broadway transferring his work to screen and stage, including during the years 

O’Connor resided in New York. Unfortunately, American writers did not publish 

as extensively on Dostoevsky as did British writers, such as Woolf and Lawrence.  

According to Maria Bloshteyn, who has focused specifically on Dostoevsky’s 

effect on the American literary scene of the twentieth century,9 “Dostoevsky’s 

reception by writers of the 1920s and 1930s or of other decades, cannot be 

gathered because it simply does not exist” (The Making of a Counter-Culture Icon 

17). Though Americans in the early twentieth century were interested in 

Dostoevsky, the Dostoevsky fervor was not as readily apparent as in Britain.   

In America, Dostoevsky received a variety of responses from iconic 

embrace to religious opposition.  Bloshteyn writes, “Some of the most important 

                                                        
9 “Rage and Revolt: Dostoevsky and Three African-American writers” (2001), 

“Dostoevsky and the Beats” (2001), “Anguish for the Sake of Anguish—Faulkner and His 
Dostoevskian Allusion” (2004), and “Dostoevsky and the Literature of the American South” 
(2004) 
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social and cultural movements in the twentieth century defined themselves by 

reacting to Dostoevsky, placing themselves in opposition to him, or 

appropriating him as a fellow-traveler or ancestor” (The Making of a Counter-

Culture Icon 2).  Bloshteyn offers the Beat poets as one example of those writers 

who, despite oppositional worldviews, embraced Dostoevsky as their own.  She 

focuses on Henry Miller in the group of those who misconstrued Dostoevsky’s 

message.  In contrast to Miller, however, Bloshteyn recognizes that those “writers 

associated with the literature of the American South such as Flannery O’Connor 

(1925-64), Carson McCullers (1917-67), and Walker Percy (1916-90), produced a 

much more balanced reading of Dostoevsky that paid more attention to his own 

manifest beliefs and to his historical and cultural context” (184).  Because of the 

cultural similarity between their two worlds, the American Southern writers 

understood Dostoevsky’s works better than the Northerners did.   

Carson McCullers proposes that the connection between Dostoevsky and 

the South is not accidental.  She writes, “The circumstances under which 

Southern literature has been produced are strikingly like those under which 

Russians functioned” (252).  McCullers explains that both cultures are dominated 

by a “cheapness of human life,” though she does not elaborate much more on 

this feature.  Bertram Wyatt-Brown suggests that this cheapness of human life 

stems from the hierarchical social order apparent in Russian feudality and the 

Southern practice of slavery.  In his presentation on nineteenth-century Russian 

literature and Modern Southern writers, he notes, “Such a social order produced 
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a feeling of utter indifference to cruelty and even to the humanity of lesser 

members of society” (92).  In 1861 Russia abolished serfdom, and two years later 

America followed suit, the largest changes occurring in the American South10.  

These violently abrupt changes in class system, Russian military disasters of the 

Crimean episode, and the Southern defeat in the American Civil War transpired 

simultaneously.  Wyatt-Brown notes that these conflicts “exposed the weakness 

of the czarist empire, which had long prided itself, like the slave states of 

America, on its military prowess” (4).  The changes accompanying the defeats of 

both regions produced similar cultural environments.   

Furthermore, Steven G. Marks explores the parallel between Russia’s 

relationship with Europe and the South’s relationship with the North.  Marks 

writes, “From [Southern writers’] vantage point in a South still agonizing over its 

loss in the Civil War, they had imbibed an assumption of fallen man and original 

sin, which gave them a darker view of the world than that reflected in much of 

American fiction” (92).  Flannery O’Connor supports Marks’ assertion in her 

essay “The Novelist and Believer.” She proposes, “Drama usually bases itself on 

the bedrock of original sin, whether the writer thinks in theological terms or not” 

(Mystery and Manners 167).  Marks’ lists not only O’Connor but also McCullers 

and Percy as Southern writers who draw out this connection between Russia and 

the South.  In addition to McCullers’ essay, O’Connor’s essay “The Regional 

Writer” echoes Marks’ point about fallen human beings.  She quotes Percy:  
                                                        

10 Notably, Russia and America are two of the last Western countries to abolish slavery.  
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When Walker Percy won the National Book Award, newsmen 
asked him why there were so many good Southern writers and he 
said, “Because we lost the War.”  He didn’t mean simply that a lost 
war makes good subject matter.  What he was saying was that we 
have had our Fall.  (Mystery and Manners 59) 

 
Percy and O’Connor question the North’s doctrine of unlimited progress in the 

same way that Russian writers, like Dostoevsky, question Europe’s modern 

progressivism—they are all aware of the limits of human progress.  

Though nineteenth-century Russia and the twentieth-century South share 

historical and cultural similarities, this does not explain the penchant among 

Southern writers for Dostoevsky above other Russian realists.  McCullers 

includes Gogol and Tolstoy in her identification of Russian realists to whom 

modern Southern writers seem “rather to be most indebted” (252), yet primarily 

she discusses the correlation with Dostoevsky.  On the strength of Dostoevsky’s 

influence in the South, Wyatt-Brown writes, “[Dostoevsky] loomed so large that 

Southern writers experienced what Harold Bloom identified many years ago as 

the anxiety of influence” (17).  From the Russian perspective, A. N. Nikoliukin 

concurs, “[A]fter the First World War, Dostoevsky suddenly proved alone the 

most influential writer in America” (239, writer translation).  Unlike Tolstoy or 

Turgenev, Dostoevsky did not conform to European standards of realistic 

literature.  For a South anxious to emerge from the North’s large literary shadow, 

he provided a counter-cultural model.  Bloshteyn writes, “Dostoevsky’s example 

showed Southern writers, if they required any more convincing, that they need 

not conform to northern or European models or expectations, but could set their 
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own literary norms” (The Making of a Counter-Culture Icon 6).  Whether or not 

Southern writers considered Dostoevsky an example, the looming influence of 

this great Russian novelist justifies an examination of the possible correlations 

between his works and those of the American South.   

 
III.  O’Connor and Dostoevsky In Style 

Dostoevsky’s literary style was largely ignored in the early part of the 

twentieth century—tolerated, if not overlooked, but definitely not considered for 

emulation.  Garnett toned down his aspects of his style to popularize him.  Her 

friend John Galsworthy expresses to Edward Garnett how uncomfortable the 

original Russian is:  

I’m rereading The Brothers Karamazov a second time; and just after 
War and Peace, I’m bound to say it doesn’t wash.  Amazing in 
places, but my God! —what incoherence and what verbiage, and 
what starting of monsters out of holes to make you shudder. (217)11 

 
In the original Russian, Dostoevsky uses countless gerunds and participles, 

packing sentences full of phrases and clauses like a traveler stuffing suitcases to 

the point that shirttails stick out of the corners.  Galsworthy’s comments on The 

Brothers Karamazov resemble those of Allen Tate after reading O’Connor’s Wise 

Blood.  Tate says in his 1964 tribute to her, “I hadn’t the vaguest idea of what she 

was up to; I offered to correct her grammar; I even told her that her style was 

dull, the sentences being flat and simple declarative.  No doubt what I said was 

                                                        
11 See May 33.  Also, Carolyn Heilbrun’s 1959 thesis The Garnett Family, 253.   
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true; but it was irrelevant” (48)12.  Tate points beyond O’Connor’s style to her 

vision. While Garnett and Tate tolerate these writers’ styles for their vision, they 

miss how their styles act as conduits for the meaning.   

The multitudinous similarities between Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s 

grotesque would fill a separate volume, and even the few pieces written on 

O’Connor and Dostoevsky wisely limit their comparison.  Prown discusses three 

shared literary techniques:  their use of doubles, such as Ivan and Smerdyakov 

and Tarwater and Rayber, their ironic humor, and the epiphanic scenes, such as 

those McMillan analyzes in his article.  In her brief essay, Pachmuss lists the 

similarities, noting that like Dostoevsky, O’Connor employs: 

hallucinations and dreams, often mysterious and 
incomprehensible, and has recurrent types of characters and 
situations in her novels and short stories.  Her art is religiously 
oriented, and death plays an important role in it as a strong 
spiritual experience, imparting clarity to the visions that torment 
her characters during their lifetimes.  (120) 

 
Yet, these similarities continue.  These scholars neglect to mention that O’Connor 

and Dostoevsky both create deformed characters—prostitutes, idiots, holy fools, 

and social pariahs—to explore such problems as the suffering of children as a 

refutation to God’s existence, the moral bankruptcy of modern atheism, the 

universal parricidal impulse, the demonic as a real and concrete force, and the 

potential for grace to manifest itself in the natural realm.  Their fiction is steeped 

in biblical language and images, as both writers refer to Christ dozens of times in 
                                                        

12 See Cash 89.  Also, Martin Friedman’s The Added Dimension: The Art and Mind of 
Flannery O’Connor. 
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their texts and introduce morally ambiguous Christ-figures.  Their characters 

engage in serious philosophical discussions that border on the absurd, searching 

for and often denying a transcendent order.  What is more important to this 

dissertation, however, is the common purpose of Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s 

style. 

In his 1965 Introduction to Russian Realism, Ernest Joseph Simmons 

analyzes Dostoevsky’s style in relation to other Russian realists such as Gogol 

and Tolstoy.  He titles the chapter on Dostoevsky, “A Realist in the Higher 

Sense,” referring to Dostoevsky’s admission in his notebooks, “I am only a realist 

in the higher sense; that is, I portray all the depths of the human soul” (qtd. in 

Simmons 104)13.  However, this higher realism, which ironically plumbs the 

depths of the human soul, separates Dostoevsky from other Russian writers.  

Simmons writes, “Dostoevsky was unique in Russian realistic fiction and 

established his own school” (99).  Dostoevsky’s higher realism correlates with 

O’Connor’s realism of distances.  She writes: 

In the novelist’s case, prophecy is a matter of seeing near things 
with their extension of meaning and thus of seeing far things close 
up.  The prophet is a realist of distances, and it is this kind of 
realism that you find in the best modern instances of the grotesque. 
(Collected Works 817)   

 

                                                        
13 Biografiia, pis’ma i zametki is zapisnoi knizkhi F. M. Dostoevskogo, ed. N. N. Strakhov (St. 

Petersburg, 1883), p. 373 [A/B]. 
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O’Connor’s realism, like Dostoevsky’s, brings meaning to the surface; it makes 

the meaning inseparable from the narrative.  For Dostoevsky and O’Connor, this 

meaning is transcendent.   

O’Connor’s description of realism echoes Erich Auerbach’s definition of 

mimesis, which he elaborates upon in his book by the same title.  O’Connor read 

this book (Feb. 11, 1958), recommending the “chapter on the style of the Odyssey 

contrasted with the style of the Old Testament” to Sally and Robert Fitzgerald14 

(The Habit of Being 267).  In this chapter, Auerbach suggests that the Old 

Testament is more realistic than Homer’s epic because the writers bring the 

meaning to the foreground.  He writes, “The sublime influence of God here [in 

the Old Testament] reaches so deeply in to the everyday that the two realms of 

the sublime and the everyday are not only actually unseparated but basically 

inseparable” (23).  God is not merely a character in these stories, but his presence 

affects the plot, the actions of other characters, and the meaning behind these 

actions.  When Auerbach discusses the New Testament, he describes how its 

authors increase the unification of the sublime and prosaic.  He calls this 

unification a “mingling of styles” which was: 

rooted from the beginning in the character of Jewish-Christian 
literature; it was graphically and harshly dramatized through 
God’s incarnation in a human being of the humblest stations, 
through his existence on earth amid humble everyday people and 
conditions, through his passion which, judged by earthly 
standards, was ignominious; and it naturally came to have [. . .] a 

                                                        
14 O’Connor probably recommended this chapter because Robert Fitzgerald was working 

on his translation of The Odyssey, which he published in 1961. 



 

 16 

most decisive bearing upon man’s conception of the tragic and the 
sublime.  (41) 

 
The Incarnation of Jesus Christ defines the style of the New Testament 

narratives.  Though the stories occur in the dirtiness of the real, particular world, 

they claim spiritual and universal importance.  Moreover, the story of Christ’s 

Incarnation inverts traditional notions of the tragic and the sublime.  O’Connor 

mimics this style, in what some critics have called her incarnational or 

sacramental art15.   

Others have called O’Connor’s style gothic realism or grotesque, since she 

superimposes disparate elements, comic and terrible, upon one another to be 

experienced simultaneously.  O’Connor describes this style as a juxtaposition of 

the “Comic and the Terrible . . . two things [which] may be opposite sides of the 

same coin” (Collected Works 957).  She explains (September 24, 1955), “In my own 

experience, everything funny I have written is more terrible than it is funny, or 

only funny because it is terrible, or only terrible because it is funny” (Collected 

Works 957).  Steiner makes a similar claim about Dostoevsky’s fiction, using the 

word “fantastic” rather than “comic”: “In Dostoevsky’s novels, we cannot 

separate ‘the tragic’ from ‘the fantastic’” (211). And, McCullers analyzes the 

juxtaposition of the tragic and absurd in Dostoevsky’s novels, offering as an 

example the scene from Crime and Punishment where Marmeladov’s mourners eat 

dinner together.  She also recalls the combination of suffering and absurdity in a 
                                                        

15 Christina Bieber Lake has written The Incarnational Art of Flannery O’Connor, and Susan 
Srigley has written Flannery O’Connor’s Sacramental Art.  
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Southern writer’s novel, Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, where Anse Burden and his 

children care more for false teeth, cake, and gangrene than they do for 

transporting their deceased mother.  She refers to both writers’ realism as 

“Gothic,” describing it as “bold and outwardly callous juxtaposition of the tragic 

with the humourous, the immense with the trivial, the sacred with the bawdy, 

the whole soul of a man with a materialistic detail” (253).  Considering this 

realism an inheritance from the Russians, particularly Dostoevsky, McCullers 

proposes it is rare except in Russian and Southern literature.   

 
IV. Incarnational Art16: Christ as the Aesthetic Guide 

In On the Grotesque, Geoffrey Galt Harpham elaborates upon the purposes 

of the grotesque.  Echoing McCullers and O’Connor, Harpham notes, “Most 

grotesques are marked by such an affinity/antagonism, by the co-presence of the 

normative, fully formed, ‘high’ or ideal, and the abnormal, unformed, 

degenerate, ‘low’ or material” (11).  The point, he proposes, of combining these 

disparate pieces is to move readers or observers, in the case of grotesque art, 

through what he calls “purgatorial understanding” (19) to deeper truth.  Several 

critics, as well as Dostoevsky and O’Connor themselves, have reiterated this 

notion of deeper truth beneath the surface of reality.  According to Harpham, the 

grotesque “occupies a gap or interval; it is the middle of a narrative of emergent 

comprehension” (18).  Just as purgatory occupies the gap between hell and 
                                                        

16 In “The Nature and Aim of Fiction” O’Connor writes, “[F]iction is so very much an 
incarnational art” (Mystery and Manners 68). 
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heaven, so the grotesque style is purgatorial.  At first the object or image appears 

as a jumble of disparate elements, infernal and celestial, or spiritual and physical, 

which forces observers to discover the author’s “sense of the dominant principle 

that defines and organizes its various elements” (19).  Christina Bieber Lake 

notes that O’Connor’s grotesque defies “the modern effort to attain conceptual 

purity, to live in a tidy world wherein all mysteries are explained” (36).  

O’Connor believes that truth is unfathomable and cannot be reduced to trim, 

precise statements.  Thus, in an effort to move her readers to truth, O’Connor 

creates a world where the incongruous elements remain so, and the antagonisms 

continually stand in tension.   

O’Connor and Dostoevsky attempt to paint pictures, particularly 

grotesque ones, because pictures retain mystery, hold conflicts in tension, and 

create a more lasting impression upon the observer than may factual statements.  

For instance, who can forget the fly hovering above Nastasya Flippovna’s corpse 

in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, or in O’Connor’s “Greenleaf,” the image of Mrs. May 

gored by the bull, whispering her final words in its ear?  Logical statements once 

understood may be dismissed, but pictures compel a paradigm crisis.  In 

Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s fiction, the crisis is one of belief in Christ, and 

always contending with Christ is the autonomous self.  Bieber Lake notes that 

O’Connor expresses this conflict in her fiction: “[B]y representing the part of 

reality that cannot be tidied up and explained away, the grotesque in O’Connor’s 
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fiction functions to displace characters (and readers) from the illusion of the 

autonomous self” (37).   

For O’Connor and Dostoevsky, Christ is the end and guiding principle of 

their grotesque style that illuminates the characters’ and readers’ blindness.  That 

which Bieber Lake calls illusion O’Connor calls blindness.  Likewise, in his 

discussion of Dostoevsky, René Girard writes, “The pinnacle of diabolic lucidity 

is also extreme blindness” (Resurrection from the Underground 134).  The authority 

of the autonomous self, in addition to blinding people, is also a symptom of 

diabolic following17, of which O’Connor and Dostoevsky believe their audience 

suffers.  O’Connor defends her grotesque by arguing that “for the near blind you 

have to draw very large, simple caricatures” (Mystery and Manners 34).  Both 

Dostoevsky and O’Connor desire their readers to undergo the same 

transformation into sight as their characters.  Dostoevsky echoes O’Connor’s 

sentiment in one of his letters, essentially saying, as Rowan Williams puts it, that 

“an erroneous worldview cannot be corrected in fiction by argued refutation but 

only by a ‘picture’—the picture of a human form around which the conflict and 

tension of other relationships comes to a point of stability or equilibrium” (142).  

Comfortable in their autonomous universes, modern readers disapprove of 

O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s shock therapy into spiritual consciousness. 

Both Dostoevsky and O’Connor create characters who think they live in a 

right-side-up world but in actuality are blind to its fallenness. Williams 
                                                        

17 The connection between blindness and the demonic will be elaborated upon in the third chapter.  
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recognizes the faith of the authors and the “comic (not to say grotesque)” (6) 

mode of their fiction, yet he emphasizes more their similar organizing principles, 

to use Harpham’s term.  He describes their work as less about being Christian 

but more “about the possibility of any morally coherent life in a culture of 

banality and self-deceit” (6).  Rather than stringing Catholic protagonists over 

their pages like garland on a Christmas tree, Dostoevsky and O’Connor create 

characters that “encounter the effects of this banality or profanity or absurdity 

and are questioned by it” (6).  For Williams, non-Christians often also produce 

this type of fiction, but what makes O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s works 

essentially Christian is their hidden “center of gravity,” their organizing 

principle, the reality of Christ.  When O’Connor and Dostoevsky portray “a 

world in which the variegated absences of grace—or sometimes the apes of 

grace—[they] almost force the question, ‘What is wrong with this picture?’” (17).  

Readers must confront the horrific image of themselves as apes of grace, a term 

Girard uses to describe Satan (I See Satan 45).   

When readers and critics accuse O’Connor and Dostoevsky of writing 

violent, dark, and depressing stories, they have “hold of the wrong horror,” as 

O’Connor attests (The Habit of Being 90).  They feign horror at the cruelty, yet as 

McCullers indicates, “No single instance of ‘cruelty’ in Russian or Southern 

writing could not be matched or outdone by the Greeks, the Elizabethans, or, for 

that matter, the creators of the Old Testament” (252).  What horrifies readers, 

then, is not “cruelty” necessarily, but its accompanying farce.  In the works of 
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O’Connor and Dostoevsky, the mocked characters are unfortunately the most 

empathetic, so that readers relate to a hero only to discover their own “virtues” 

are being laughed at, or worse, condemned.  Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s 

grotesque pictures are meant to confront readers with a paradigm crisis, and 

Harpham correctly observes, “Obviously, the more naïve and intense our belief, 

the more violent will be the transition from one interpretation to another, and the 

stronger our experience of the grotesque” (21).  For readers who declare that God 

is dead, the spiritual reality immanent in Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s works 

appears scandalously grotesque. 

Moreover, the significance that O’Connor and Dostoevsky place on belief 

in God discomforts their readers.  Steiner underlines the fact that in “the 

Dostoevskyan worlds, the image of Christ is the centre of gravity” (291).  

Romano Guardini, in two of his essays18 on Dostoevsky, compares Dostoevsky’s 

works to Rembrandt’s paintings where “the central point [is] ‘nowhere’ because 

it [is] everywhere, as diffuse as light” (58).  O’Connor read both of these articles, 

and she too considers Christ her central point or center of gravity.  In her 

Author’s Note for the second edition of Wise Blood, O’Connor writes: “That belief 

in Christ is to some a matter of life and death has been a stumbling block19 for 

readers who would prefer to think it a matter of no great consequence.”  The 
                                                        

18 “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” will be quoted here, but Guardini makes the 
same remark in “Dostoevsky’s Idiot, A Symbol of Christ” (359).  Both are published in Cross 
Currents.   

19 One of Girard’s theories is that the biblical word “scandal,” translated as “stumbling 
block,” should be understood as Satan’s contrivance to cause humans to fall.   
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readers who assume God is dead cannot grasp the significance of believing in 

Him.  In a letter (February 21, 1957), O’Connor writes of a friend who “of course 

thinks [O’Connor’s] religion is [her own] personal hallucination” (The Habit of 

Being 202).  This statement exemplifies modern readers’ assumptions about belief 

in God.  According to O’Connor (July 20, 1955),  

[I]t is easy to see that the moral sense has been bred out of certain 
section of the population, like the wings have been bred off certain 
chickens to produce more white meat on them.  This is a generation 
of wingless chickens, which I suppose is what Nietzsche meant 
when he said God was dead.  (The Habit of Being 90) 

 
Following her description of society as wingless chickens, she writes, 

“[My] stories are hard but they are hard because there is nothing harder or less 

sentimental than Christian realism. [. . .]  [W]hen I see these stories described as 

horror stories I am always amused because the reviewer always has hold of the 

wrong horror” (The Habit of Being 90).  The horror for reviewers is usually the 

violent death of a seemingly innocent person, like the grandmother in “A Good 

Man is Hard to Find,” whereas, for O’Connor, the horror is not in the death but 

in the sinful life of the character.  The violent or grotesque image accurately 

depicts reality.  However, readers do not accept the depiction because they see 

themselves in the characters and find the reflections repulsive. O’Connor 

confronts an audience that no longer sees the choice to annihilate God, only the 

fact of God’s death20. 

                                                        
20 She observes, “My audience are the people who think God is dead” (The Habit of Being 

92).   
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O’Connor credits Nietzsche with the observation that God is dead, 

referring to The Gay Science.  The Madman, in Nietzsche’s story, initially seeks 

God and finds him nowhere.  He then calls out, “We have killed [God]—you and I.  

All of us are his murderers” (96), condemning everyone of deicide.  When the 

crowds remain silent upon hearing this news, the Madman concludes he has 

come too soon.  Though Dostoevsky precedes him and thus could not have read 

him, Nietzsche read Dostoevsky and was read by O’Connor.  During the climax 

between Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s respective time periods, Nietzsche figures 

prominently in the transition to a godless world. 

In The Drama of Atheist Humanism, which O’Connor owned in her personal 

library, Henri de Lubac assesses thinkers, such as Nietzsche, who propagate 

modern atheism.  de Lubac indicates that for Nietzsche, the death of God no 

longer refers to Christ’s death at Calvary, but to the volitional deicide committed 

by human beings.  He emphasizes the choice involved:  “Whatever its 

antecedents may have been, the meaning Nietzsche attaches to this phrase, ‘the 

death of God,’ is new.  On his lips it is not a mere statement of fact.  Nor is it a 

lament or a piece of sarcasm.  It expresses a choice” (The Drama of Atheist 

Humanism 49).  Consequentially, however, the choice has extended into accepted 

fact, and the ability to recognize the choice has atrophied in modern readers.  As 

O’Connor mentions earlier, belief, which denotes choice, has become a stumbling 

block.  “The crisis is not so much, then,” as Williams indicates, “about whether 

God exists, but about what the nature is of God’s relation with the world, and 
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most of all with the human world” (8).  The choice is whether or not to reject 

God’s world or, in Dostoevsky’s terms, whether or not to return the ticket.   

 
V.  The Role of the Artist:  Christ or Prometheus 

 Like their characters, the authors too must choose between submitting to 

God and exalting the self, especially in their artistic motivation.  W. J. 

Leatherbarrow argues the possibility that the creative activity exposes an artist to 

demonic temptation.  He worries that authors’ desire to create assumes God’s 

role as Creator: “[T]he traditional analogy of God-as-Creator with writer-as 

creator is one that supports demonic interpretation, whereby writing, like secular 

artistic creation in general, represents an importunate assumption of God’s role” 

(A Devil’s Vaudeville 23).  True, the Romantic poets epitomize this assumption, 

but Dostoevsky considers his role as artist in opposition to the Romantics’ 

motivation.  Though Leatherbarrow concedes that Dostoevsky’s aesthetics stand 

in contrast with that of the Romantic poets, he still suggests that within 

Dostoevsky’s work there exists “a clash of Orthodox and novelistic sensibilities, 

where the desire to affirm God’s creation is paradoxically achieved through the 

demonically incited novel form relying on narrative invention” (25).  

Leatherbarrow contests that art meant solely for expressing the opinions of the 

artist will misrepresent truth, and to create such an idol is a demonic enterprise. 

 However, from the same viewpoint it may be said that an artist may resist 

demonic temptation by modeling Christ, abnegating personal desires, and laying 
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the work before the goal of truth.  John Sykes describes O’Connor’s style in 

theological terms:  

[T]he model for the artist is more Scholastic than Promethean, in 
that while for them art has its own integrity and object, it is still 
secondary and derivative as a mode of truth.  The artist needs not 
fear to make what she envisions or to report what she sees, for all 
truth belongs to God.  Herein lies the artist’s freedom.  (8) 

 
Sykes’s word “scholastic” invokes Jacques Maritain’s Art and Scholasticism, the 

book O’Connor claims to have “cut her aesthetic teeth on” (The Habit of Being 

216).  Maritain suggests that art must be subordinated to truth, and O’Connor 

defends his aesthetic in several of her letters.  She writes (September 24, 1955), 

“Stories don’t lie when left to themselves.  Everything has to be subordinated to a 

whole which is not you.  Any story I reveal myself completely in will be a bad 

story” (The Habit of Being 105).  Rather than use her art to express herself, 

O’Connor submits her art to God, as she instructs Eileen Hall to do (March 10, 

1956):  “When you write a novel, if you have been honest about it and if your 

conscience is clear, then it seems to me that you have to leave the rest in God’s 

hands” (The Habit of Being 143).  O’Connor believes the fiction writer’s role is to 

“represent life,” which means orchestrating a complete concert that includes the 

voice of opposition.   

Like O’Connor, Dostoevsky writes stories where characters both profess 

and protest Christ, and he trusts that transcendent truth will resound above the 

voice of nothingness.  Mikhail Bakhtin proposes that Dostoevsky’s voice joins a 

polyphony of equally competing voices:  “[T]he new artistic position of the 
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author with regard to the hero in Dostoevsky’s polyphonic novel is a fully realized 

and thoroughly consistent dialogic position, one that affirms the independence, 

internal freedom, unfinalizability, and indeterminacy of the hero” (63).  

However, this polyphony does not negate the author’s voice among the crowd of 

voices.  Rather, if the author’s voice is to be heard, it simply must sound most 

true to the ear of the readers.  As Williams asserts, “Truthfulness does not carry a 

certificate in its face, in other words; it has to show that it can sustain itself 

against assault and still give promise of abundance” (143)21.  If truth does not 

resound above all the voices, then it is lost, and polyphony is reduced to 

cacophony.  For truth to sound true, the author must avoid using the work for 

personal propaganda. 

Williams argues that O’Connor is Dostoevsky’s modern equivalent for 

testing truthfulness in word.  He writes, “[I]n modern literature [the Bakhtinian 

method] is related to Flannery O’Connor’s strategy as a self-consciously Catholic 

novelist in approaching major themes such as baptism or absolution, by way of 

grotesque parody and distortion” (144).  According to Williams, O’Connor 

allows for grace and its absence to occur simultaneously even in these 

sacramental scenes.  For instance, when her characters are baptized, sometimes 

they simultaneously or subsequently drown, as in the case of Bishop or Harry 

Ashfield.  Many times when her characters receive revelation, they do so at the 

                                                        
21 Williams professes that “abundance” is a word borrowed from one of Gary Saul 

Morson’s articles on Dostoevsky. 
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loss of their life.  Though Robert Brinkmeyer considers Bakhtin in reading 

O’Connor, his study “is not strictly Bakhtinian” because Bakhtin “has little use 

for writers whose visions are as forthrightly Christian as O’Connor’s” (9).  

O’Connor may create carnival or polyphonic narratives, but she does so as a 

Christian writer.  And, like Dostoevsky, O’Connor considers “Christ, not herself, 

at the center of the universe” (Brinkmeyer 8).  Thus, she employs such aesthetics 

in a search for truth outside of and greater than herself.   

 
VI.  Dissertation Outline 

My first chapter examines the rejection of God’s authority, which begins 

for O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s characters with a concern for suffering 

children.  The central issue of O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s work—to whose 

authority does one submit—begins with the response to the suffering of children.  

Dostoevsky’s Ivan Karamazov and O’Connor’s Rayber voice this rationalist 

rebellion.  Then, the second part of the chapter discusses the efforts of human 

beings to eradicate suffering by human means, which ironically leads to more 

suffering.  Ivan masks this human effort with the guise of the church in his article 

and in his poem “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor.” In America in the 

twentieth century, this desire to eradicate suffering leads to the expulsion of the 

sufferers, in the form of eugenics. 

In the second chapter, Dostoevsky and O’Connor depict modern atheism 

in the parricidal impulses of the characters.  The denial of God correlates with 
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the murder of the human parent.  Of all Dostoevsky’s works, The Brothers 

Karamazov offers the best fictional portrayal of parricide, though Dostoevsky 

makes the metaphor enormously problematic by depicting old Fyodor 

Karamazov as a lecher, buffoon, and cynic, who appears ungodly, if not 

demonic.  Fyodor’s death only becomes permissible in a world without God.  

Deicide, then, not only is manifested symbolically in parricide, but also 

potentially endorses murder, betrayal, and other appetitive actions.  After 

characters cast off divine authority, they subsequently deny other external moral 

authorities, such as their parents.  In O’Connor’s short stories, the intellectual 

offspring of repressive parents regard themselves as morally no less than 

educationally superior to their parents.  Like the detestable Fyodor, these 

parents, through their ridiculous vices, problematize the parallel between 

parricide and deicide.  In the short stories, though not desiring to slay their 

parents literally, as Smerdyakov does, the progeny commit a subtler form of 

parricide by holding their progenitors in utter contempt—until, of course, they 

are made to see their parents’ true worth.   

Though unaware of the imitation, characters in O’Connor’s and 

Dostoevsky’s works mimic the actions of the biblical Satan when they rival God’s 

authority with their own.  Williams sharpens Ivan’s contention that without God 

everything is permitted by noting that, “If God does not exist, it is not simply 

that everything is permitted, [. . .] the devastating truth is that there is no escape 

from the diabolical” (71).  In alternative to God’s law, the father of lies promotes 
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a false sense of freedom. Lucifer acknowledges his deceptive plan in William 

Blake’s Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “Not worshipping/ Him makes thee mine 

the same” (1.1.318-319).  The third chapter examines Ivan’s Grand Inquisitor as 

an emblem of the demonic and his later confrontation with a demon.  Girard 

notes, “The diabolical choice of the Inquisitor is nothing else than a reflection of 

the diabolical choice made by Ivan Karamazov” (Resurrection from the 

Underground 131).  Throughout the poem Ivan has been imitating Satan.  When 

Ivan encounters the devil, it counsels Ivan to destroy God and replace Christ 

with himself as the ultimate authority.  Similarly in O’Connor’s The Violent Bear It 

Away, the demonic voice that speaks to young Tarwater, in an effort to convince 

the boy that Satan does not exist, says, “[T]here ain’t no such thing as a devil.  I 

can tell you from my own experience.  I know that for a fact.  It ain’t Jesus or the 

devil.  It’s Jesus or you” (Collected Works 354).  Here, the devil lies by 

manipulating the truth: the devil is “no such thing” because he is nothing.  Yet, 

to choose only self-rule in opposition to Jesus’ authority will enslave Tarwater to 

his demonic desires.  

In this dissertation, I attempt to show that, according to Dostoevsky and 

O’Connor, rejection of divine authority increases destructive violence and 

becomes ultimately a demonic endeavor.  However, because both writers were 

Christians who sought to honor the life-giving authority of God in their art, they 

also seek to present fictional glimpses of a radical alternative.  Rather than 

imitate Satan by rejecting God and choosing the sovereign self as the only 
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authority, characters such as Father Zosima choose to imitate Christ.  According 

to Girard, modeling Christ is the means of relinquishing satanic pride.  Since 

Jesus Christ desires to model God the Father, he “invites us to imitate his own 

imitation,” as Girard phrases it (I See Satan 13): “What Jesus invites us to imitate 

is his own desire, the spirit that directs him toward the goal on which his 

intention is fixed: to resemble God the Father as much as possible” (I See Satan 

13).  As the Son of God, Jesus offers the perfect model for submitting to the 

Father.  In my conclusion, I will emphasize those characters in O’Connor and 

Dostoevsky who submit their wills to the will of God.  Like Job who initially 

condemns God because of his suffering but who finally submits his own finite 

judgment to the infinite wisdom of God, so do these characters relinquish their 

satanic pride and are thus reborn to radical newness of life. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Discrediting God’s Goodness 

 
In 1961 Flannery O’Connor wrote the introduction to A Memoir of Mary 

Ann, a collection of anecdotes by Dominican nuns22 that recounts the short life of 

Mary Ann, a child with terminal cancer.  O’Connor highlights the importance of 

this introduction in a letter to her good friend Elizabeth Hester, dated June 10 of 

that year:  “In the future, anybody who writes anything about me is going to 

have to read everything that I have written in order to make legitimate criticism, 

even and particularly the Mary Ann piece” (The Habit of Being 442).  O’Connor 

stresses that her introduction to the Mary Ann memoir should aid critics in 

unlocking the rest of her fiction. She establishes here the greatest evidence for the 

rejection of God—the suffering of children—and makes Dostoevsky’s Ivan 

Karamazov the prototype of this rebellion.  According to O’Connor, “One of the 

tendencies of our age is to use the suffering of children to discredit the goodness 

of God, and once you have discredited his goodness, you are done with him” 

(Collected Works 830).  She mentions Ivan as a prime example, writing that Ivan 

“cannot believe as long as one child is in torment” and connecting this denial 

with an “absence of faith” (830).  Both Dostoevsky and O’Connor deem this 

evidence the most compelling for refusing God, yet both authors remain 

                                                        
22 From Our Lady of Perpetual Help Home in Atlanta, Georgia. 
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believers, accepting what seems counterintuitive:  a good God who created a 

world where His creatures suffer. 

The world in which O’Connor lived and which Dostoevsky saw 

approaching was inundated with “Ivans” who justified the rejection of God with 

the suffering of innocents.  While neither Dostoevsky nor O’Connor can account 

for the apparent disjunction between God’s goodness and human cruelty, they 

illustrate in their fiction the negative consequences of this rebellion, ironically 

more suffering.  O’Connor concludes her introduction to Mary Ann’s memoir 

with a cautionary reflection:  

In the absence of this faith now, we govern by tenderness.  It is a 
tenderness which, long since cut off from the person of Christ, is 
wrapped in theory.  When tenderness is detached from the source 
of tenderness, its logical outcome is terror.  It ends in forced labor 
camps and in the fumes of the gas chambers.  (O’Connor, Collected 
Works 830) 

 
Such a conclusion might seem extreme, especially to those who are preparing to 

read a collection of nuns’ stories about a sweet little girl.  However, O’Connor 

draws out an important distinction between theoretical tenderness and Christian 

love, a difference she may have learned from Dostoevsky.  The former produces, 

sometimes unintentionally, more suffering, while the latter counteracts it with 

the “unsentimental eye of acceptance” (Collected Works 830).  

 Although Dostoevsky and O’Connor offer the greatest challenge to the 

goodness of God in accounts of misery, especially that of children, they 

ultimately reveal how rejecting God’s goodness fails to alleviate suffering.  For 
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these authors, the problem begins with an overdependence on the human ability 

to reason and a theoretical versus practical knowledge of “love.” Moreover, they 

propose that the rejection of God, compounded with theoretical tenderness, leads 

to greater suffering by those who attempt to improve society.  In Dostoevsky’s 

The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan voices this rejection, while in O’Connor’s The Violent 

Bear It Away, Rayber—a “latter-day Ivan Karamazov” (Wood, Flannery O’Connor 

and the Christ Haunted South 195)—enacts such rationalist rebellion. 

 
I. Nothing They Can’t Not Know:  Extreme Rationalism 

 Ivan and Rayber share a formidable ability to reason accompanied by a 

just as daunting confidence in this ability.  In addition to being described initially 

as “morose and reserved,” Ivan is also noted for his “brilliant and unusual 

aptitude for learning” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 10).  The narrator 

calls him a “genius” who exhibits “practical and intellectual superiority over the 

masses of needy and unfortunate students of both sexes” (The Brothers Karamazov 

10).  The irony in this tone hints at Ivan’s perception of his intellectual gifts, 

perhaps to a fault.  From his youth, Ivan receives high marks in school, and at 

university, he publishes articles in journals.  He gains a reputation for his 

learning, esteeming himself for his intellectual accomplishments as much as the 

outside world does.   

 Similarly, Rayber prizes his own ability to reason.  His house has “little in 

it but books and papers,” and according to Mason Tarwater, “every living thing 
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that passed through” Rayber’s “eyes into his head was turned by his brain into a 

book or a paper or a chart” (O’Connor, Collected Works 341).  Mason calls him the 

schoolteacher, but Rayber also considers himself a psychologist and studies his 

uncle like an entomologist dissecting an insect.  Outraged by this study, Mason 

cautions his great-nephew Tarwater about Rayber:  “Where he wanted me was 

inside that schoolteacher magazine.  He thought once he got me in there, I’d be 

as good as inside his head and done for and that would be that” (Collected Works 

343).  As Ivan publishes theories in journals, so Rayber publishes on his uncle.   

The problem is that both Ivan and Rayber depend too much on their 

ability to reason and to understand the empirical world.  Ivan admits that he has 

“a Euclidean earthly mind” and cannot understand “problems that are not of this 

world” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 217).  And, Mason points out that 

Rayber assumes his own infinite ability to know: “He don’t know it’s anything 

he can’t know” (O’Connor, Collected Works 366).  O’Connor believes that the 

“basic experience of everyone is the experience of human limitation” (Mystery 

and Manners 131), yet these characters dismiss this limitation.  They presume to 

use their reason to answer all questions, even those of a theological or 

supernatural nature, which effectually reduces the world to empirical, visible 

reality. 

For Dostoevsky, human beings who assume that their reason is the limit 

of truth exhibit their own foolishness.  He writes, “The doctrine that the mind of 

man is the final limit of the universe is as stupid as stupid can be, and even 
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stupider, infinitely stupider than a game of checkers between two shopkeepers” 

(qtd. in Frank, The Mantle of the Prophet 153-154)23.  However, Dostoevsky 

acknowledges that such absurdity runs rampant among the young Russian 

progressives and believed it to be propagated by Roman Catholic Church 

leaders.  While Ivan represents these youths in the novel, Ivan’s narrative 

creation, the Grand Inquisitor, parodies Dostoevsky’s assumption about Roman 

Catholic clergy.  In a letter to Dostoevsky, his friend Vladimir Solovyev informs 

him,  

Several years ago in Paris, I heard a French Jesuit give the following 
reasoning: “Of course, at present no one can believe the greater part 
of the Christian dogma, for example, the divinity of Christ.  But you 
will agree that civilized society cannot exist without a strong 
authority and a firmly organized hierarchy.” (qtd. in Frank 388-
389)24 

 
The divinity of Christ is only one example of supernatural reality indiscernible 

by human reason.  In a world where all may be understood by unaided human 

reason, the divinity of Christ becomes inexplicable.  In fact, any assertion outside 

of human reason becomes untenable.   

From the radical Enlightenment onward, thinkers have exalted calculative 

reason as the source and goal of perfection.  Charles Taylor notes that 

Enlightenment philosophers’ “notions of reason and nature define a certain 

perfection for human beings, where the full exercise of self-responsible reason 

                                                        
23 From Polnoe Sobranie Sochinenii, (Leningrad, 1972-1980), vol. 16. 

24 Solovyev, Vladimir.  Chtenia o Bogochelovechestve (St. Petersburg, 1994), 195-196. 
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yields the fullest clarity about their own nature and its significance” (351).  Prior 

to the seventeenth century, however, most philosophers and theologians 

assumed not only that God was supreme reason or Logos, but also that humans 

were afflicted with a fallen, and thus limited, nature.  Yet Taylor argues that, 

following the Enlightenment, thinkers began to assert the godlike potential for 

perfection of, by, and through autonomous human reason understood as 

consisting in logical operations. 

Reason advanced to its current position, in part, because of scientific 

developments.  Langdon Gilkey notes that in the seventeenth century, scientists 

begin to link scientific knowledge with the human ability to have power over the 

world: “Since science leads to far greater understanding of the dynamic causes of 

things, science is the secret of human control over the world” (91).  Rayber makes 

a similar assertion: “What we understand, we can control” (O’Connor, Collected 

Works 450).  Gilkey explains how these assumptions encourage focus on the 

external world as the cause of suffering.  He writes: 

For most moderns, our ills have come not from inside ourselves but 
from threats from the outside: from our weakness and our 
ignorance, from our subjection to external forces beyond our 
present control, from our inability—in being ignorant of these 
forces and how they work—to control them.  (92) 

 
If human beings can know more about the external world, then they can 

eradicate all its problems.  Not only is the responsibility for human suffering 

displaced outside the human being, but also the human being becomes the prime 



 

 37 

agent of recovery.  Paradoxically, humans are not only innocent victims but also 

godlike heroes.   

Neither Dostoevsky nor O’Connor disapproved of science, but they 

understood its limits.  In a discussion on evolution, Dostoevsky remarks:  

So what does it matter—let man descend from wherever you like 
(the Bible doesn’t explain how God fashioned man from clay or 
made him from stone) but on the contrary that God breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life.25  

 
According to Dostoevsky, evolution may be correct empirically, but it cannot 

account for the spirit of human beings.  O’Connor maintains a similar opinion on 

the limits of science (Sept. 15, 1955): “I didn’t mean to suggest that science is 

unreliable, but only that we can’t judge God by the limits of our knowledge of 

natural things” (O’Connor, The Habits of Being 102).  For Dostoevsky and 

O’Connor, science and religion no more oppose each other than reason and faith 

do. However, excessive emphasis on the capability of reason and science leads to 

a devaluation of other epistemologies. 

Several of O’Connor’s characters are “innerleckchuls”26 who assume that 

reason is the only faculty.  For example, Asbury Fox, in “The Enduring Chill,” 

convinces himself of his impending death and requests an intellectual dialogue 

with a Jesuit before he dies.  Instead, his mother procures an unsophisticated 

                                                        
25 No. 550. To V. A. Alekseev.  Petersburg, June 7, 1876. 

26 Onnie Jay Holy uses this word to describe Hazel Motes, a thinking but not practicing 
atheist; he says, “That’s the trouble with you innerleckschuls…you don’t never have nothing to 
show for what you’re saying” (O’Connor, Collected Works 90).   
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diocesan priest.  When Asbury attempts to debate about Joyce and the myth of a 

dying god with Father Finn, the priest responds with practical questions to 

gauge Asbury’s purity and knowledge of the catechism.  Father Finn asks, “Who 

is God?” to which Asbury replies, “God is an idea created by man” (O’Connor, 

Collected Works 566), considering the catechism a game “that two could play at” 

(566).  Though Asbury is initially disappointed with this priest, Father Finn 

grows more disappointed with Asbury, accusing him finally of callow ignorance.  

The priest diagnoses Asbury:  “He’s a good lad at heart but very ignorant” (567).  

All of Asbury’s learning has not educated him about God, the world, or himself.  

His mother observes, “[T]he more education [her children] got, the less they 

could do” (551).  Though Asbury asserts himself as an extraordinary intellectual, 

the plain country people around him consider his type of intellect useless. 

O’Connor thinks that mere ratiocinative intellect is insufficient, and that 

reason should lead beyond knowledge of this world to the greater knowledge of 

God.  She underscores unknowable mystery in her essays on writing:  “The 

fiction writer presents mystery through manners, grace through nature, but 

when he finishes there always has to be left over that sense of Mystery which 

cannot be accounted for by any human formula” (O’Connor, Collected Works 153).  

True reason takes into account radical mystery—what the human being cannot 

know.  As Dr. Block in “The Enduring Chill” says, “Most things are beyond me. 

[. . .]  I ain’t found anything yet that I thoroughly understood” (557).  Ironically, 

the doctor, one of the most knowledgeable characters in the story, exhibits the 
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greatest intellectual humility.  Asbury does not have such humility, and it blinds 

him to reality.  When Dr. Block attempts to diagnose Asbury’s illness, Asbury 

dismisses him, assuming his oncoming death is beyond Block’s comprehension.  

Asbury’s mother recognizes her son’s blindness:  “When people think they are 

smart—even when they are smart—there is nothing anybody else can say to 

make them see things straight” (O’Connor, Collected Works 550).  Only when Dr. 

Block correctly diagnoses Asbury’s illness as undulant fever does Asbury begin 

to realize his own blindness and limitation.   

Often in O’Connor’s fiction, the intelligence of these characters limits them 

from understanding unseen reality or transcendent truth.  O’Connor, too, creates 

Christian characters who have reevaluated good and evil according to their own 

terms.  For instance, Mrs. May from “Greenleaf” is a reasonable, enlightened 

character who expresses revulsion against the Christian foolishness of her 

neighbor Mrs. Greenleaf.  She winces at the sight of Mrs. Greenleaf calling out to 

Jesus: “[Mrs. May] thought the word, Jesus, should be kept inside the church 

building like other words inside the bedroom.  She was a good Christian woman 

with a large respect for religion, though she did not, of course, believe any of it 

was true” (Collected Works 506).  O’Connor’s ironic “of course” recalls Solovyev’s 

story about the Jesuit who assumes Christianity is socially necessary despite its 

theological falsity.  Within these few lines, O’Connor indicates a problem that 

Nietzsche and Dostoevsky foresaw:  Christianity without belief in Christ 

maintained as a social proposition.  Instead of the Word, Jesus is reduced to a 
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word, deprived of supernatural or divine reality.  Within an empirical context or 

limited by human reasoning, holy submission becomes as objectional as suffering 

itself. 

Mrs. May considers Mrs. Greenleaf’s obedience irrational and thus advises 

“moderation,” a word O’Connor uses humorously in this instance to underscore 

Mrs. May’s own lack of zeal.  Not considering that God may call people to act in 

ways that surpass human reason, characters like Mrs. May confine their actions 

to what is reasonable.  Consequentially, such characters moderate their responses 

to suffering.  For instance, in “The Comforts of Home” Thomas despairs over his 

mother’s pity for a juvenile delinquent:  “Had [his mother] been in any degree 

intellectual, [Thomas] could have proved to her from early Christian history that 

no excess of virtue is justified, that a moderation of good produces likewise a 

moderation in evil” (O’Connor, Collected Works 575).  Like Mrs. May, Thomas 

considers virtue best when constrained by the limits of reason, and as an 

intellectual, he considers himself not prone to such irrational displays of 

goodness.  However, O’Connor indicates that he mostly disapproves of his 

mother’s adoption of the juvenile because it impinges upon his selfishness.   

Thomas reveals his own overriding self-interest by denouncing the 

“excesses” of the most famous desert saint: “[I]f Antony of Egypt had stayed at 

home and attended to his sister, no devils would have plagued him” (O’Connor, 

Collected Works 575).  In other words, if Antony had stayed safely at home, he 

would have lived an undisturbed life.  After Mrs. May advises a similar 
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moderation, Mr. Greenleaf describes the effectiveness of his wife’s zeal:  “She 

cured a man oncet [sic] that half his gut was eat out with worms” (522).  Ignoring 

the supernatural reality, Mrs. May and Thomas maintain only a cool respect for 

religion.  They consider the necessity of virtue “as a principle of order and the 

only thing that makes life bearable” (575).  Mrs. May and Thomas, not 

understanding the spiritual foolishness of the zealous characters around them, 

humorously admonish them.  O’Connor agrees, however, with Thomas Aquinas 

that moderation applies to everything except the love of God.   

 
II.  How Can God Be Good If Children Suffer? 

Contrary to Dr. Block and Mrs. Greenleaf, characters like Ivan and Rayber 

assume that what they cannot understand must be false.  For example, since they 

cannot understand how both God can be good when his creatures are suffering, 

one or the other of the statements must be false—either God is not good or 

people do not suffer.  Ivan and Rayber produce plentiful examples of human 

suffering, which, for them, discredits God’s goodness.   

In a conversation with his brother Alyosha, Ivan recites detailed stories 

from the newspapers about abused and murdered children to validate his 

rebellion against God.  As though preparing evidence for a trial, Ivan has 

“collected a great deal about Russian children” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers 

Karamazov 222), including stories about parents who trapped their child in a 

closet and made her eat her own excrement or of a little boy forced to run naked 
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through a field, hunted, and torn apart by hounds.  After Ivan describes these 

accounts, he asks Alyosha, “If all must suffer to pay for the eternal harmony, 

what have children to do with it, tell me, please?  It’s beyond all comprehension 

why they should suffer, and why they should pay for the harmony” (The Brothers 

Karamazov 225).  He emphasizes his inability to “comprehend” the disjunction 

between eternally harmony and earthly suffering.  The question seems in earnest, 

for Ivan repeats it in different forms, as though begging for someone to answer 

his seemingly unanswerable question.  Then, Ivan distinguishes between a 

rejection of God and a rejection of God’s world on these terms: “It’s not that I 

don’t accept God, you must understand, it’s the world created by Him I don’t 

and cannot accept” (216).  Since Ivan cannot comprehend God’s purported 

goodness and this world he created where children suffer, he infamously returns 

his ticket to eternal harmony.   

Dostoevsky records several of Ivan’s stories in The Diary of a Writer as 

actual occurrences in Russia, and even Dostoevsky admits that these stories of 

tortured children manifest the greatest argument against God’s goodness.  In a 

letter to his editor about The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoevsky writes, “My hero 

chooses a theme I consider irrefutable:  the senselessness of children’s suffering, 

and develops from it the absurdity of all historical reality.”27  Shortly before 

beginning the novel, in May 1878, Dostoevsky’s own son Alyosha died of 

epilepsy, and Dostoevsky retreated to Staraya Russa monastery for solace.  His 
                                                        

27 No. 660.  To N. A. Lyubimov.  Staraya Russa.  May 10, 1879.   
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wife Anna Grigorevna writes, “My husband was crushed by this death.  He had 

loved Alyosha somehow in a special way, with an almost morbid love. [. . .]  

What racked him particularly was the fact that the child had died of epilepsy—a 

disease inherited from him” (Dostoevskaia 292).  Though Dostoevsky assents to 

the seeming senselessness of children’s suffering, he does not concur with Ivan’s 

conclusion about the senselessness of God’s world. 

For Ivan, no rational argument will serve to validate innocent suffering.  

Ivan reiterates plausible justifications for human anguish, such as the postulate 

that it teaches people the distinction between good and evil, to which he 

responds, “Why should he know that diabolical good and evil when it costs so 

much?  Why, the whole world of knowledge is not worth that child’s prayer to 

‘dear, kind God’!” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 222).  Ivan rejects this 

answer because no knowledge outweighs the cost of such agony.  At this price, 

even the good is “diabolical,” as he terms it.  Moreover, the notion that sin causes 

suffering does not fit with innocent children.  Ivan rebuts, “Some jester will say, 

perhaps, that the child would have grown up and have sinned, but you see he 

didn’t grow up” (225).  Again, Ivan refuses to see beyond his earthly 

understanding, conscious that this is volitional blindness.  Even if in eternity, 

“the crown of knowledge will be reached and all will be made clear” (225), he 

still spurns any post-earthly clarity for the sake of the tormented children in this 

earthly time.  Ivan’s willful rejection, in contrast to the authors’ acceptance, 

highlights the pride at the root of the question. 
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Rather than acknowledge limits in their ability to understand, Ivan and 

Rayber judge God according to their terms.  Kroeker and Ward underline this 

misdirection in Ivan: “Ivan’s poem brings the heavenly powers to earth, to be 

judged by a Euclidean mind” (100).  Rayber commits this same transgression.  

While Ivan encounters suffering children at a distance, Rayber interacts with a 

suffering child daily, his mentally handicapped son Bishop.  When the doctor 

explains Bishop’s condition to Rayber, he attempts to comfort him with 

descriptions of more deformed children, to which Rayber responds in fury, 

“‘How can I be grateful,’ he had hissed,28 ‘when one—just one—is born with a 

heart outside?’” (O’Connor, Collected Works 416).  Rayber makes a valid point, 

which his great-uncle later counters.  Refuting his uncle’s faith with the 

imperative, “Ask the Lord why he made [Bishop] an idiot in the first place,” 

Rayber is humbled.  Mason shouts back, “Yours not to ask! [. . .]  Yours not to 

question the mind of the Lord God Almighty.  Yours not to grind the Lord into 

your head and spit out a number!” (Collected Works 351).  Here, Mason connects 

Rayber’s pride with his dependence on reductive reason.  Although Ivan and 

Rayber pose sound questions about human suffering, they exceed their 

limitations when they deem themselves competent to question God’s goodness.   

For Ivan and Rayber, their questions become demands to know why 

suffering persists in the world, which essentially asks God, “Who do you think 
                                                        

28 The verb “hiss,” a sound mimicking a serpent, points to the latent demonism in 
Rayber.  Though O’Connor did not want to conflate Rayber with the devil, he espouses demonic 
claims throughout the novel.   
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you are?” as Mrs. Ruby Turpin exclaims in the short story “Revelation” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 653).  Mrs. Turpin is a prideful farmer’s wife who 

receives a blow to the forehead by a young girl in a doctor’s office.  Though she 

enters the doctor’s office assuming her high rung on the ladder of human beings, 

she is knocked off it when the girl strikes her and calls her a hog.  The insult 

contradicts her self-image as a middle-class, God-fearing white woman, 

compelling Mrs. Turpin to reassess her place in the universe.  She asks God, 

“How am I a hog and me both? How am I saved and from hell too?” (O’Connor, 

Collected Works 652).  The insult forces Mrs. Turpin to confront both her pride and 

her human limitations, and in fury she cries out to God, “Who do you think you 

are?”29 This question echoes Job, and Susan Srigley notes, “Ruby is like Job in 

that she is more interested in her question as to why the righteous suffer, than in 

God’s question—Why are the righteous pious?”30 (152).  Like Ivan and Rayber’s 

protest, Mrs. Turpin’s question subsumes God’s position of authority. 

For Ivan and Rayber, underlying the question to God, “Who do you think 

you are?” is the assumption that the human being is “good” enough to ask.  

Henry T.  Edmonson, III notes O’Connor’s underlining in a copy of Eric 

Voeglin’s Order and History, where Voeglin  

                                                        
29 The conclusion elaborates upon Mrs. Turpin, considering her connection to Job. 

Through Mrs. Turpin, O’Connor shows how God answers the rebel’s question with revelation, a 
point which is not within the scope of this chapter.  

30 Srigley acknowledges that J. Gerald Janzen makes this point in Job: A Bible Commentary 
for Teaching and Preaching (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985), 2.  
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explains that the modern age begins with the premise that the 
“nature of man is basically good” and then concludes that the 
“powers of man can create a society free from want and fear” so 
that the ideas of infinite perfectibility, of the superman, and of self-
salvation make their appearance.  (19-20) 

 
Voeglin considers this a modern assumption, but it begins earlier.  For instance, 

in the nineteenth-century, American authors such as Nathaniel Hawthorne, 

Herman Melville, and Henry James create unfallen, perfect beings, what R.W.B.  

Lewis terms Adamic heroes, though these authors cast such characters to critique 

society’s assumptions about human beings.  Lewis describes this hero as “an 

individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, untouched and 

undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual standing 

alone self-reliant and self-propelling [. . .] easily identified with Adam before the 

Fall” (5)31.  These American nineteenth-century authors represent how society 

begins to view human beings as perfect, or at least, innately good.   

Assuming their own merit and their unlimited potential for 

understanding, Ivan and Rayber go further than revulsion at human suffering—

they dismiss the possibility of a good God.  Though human suffering equally 

appalls Dostoevsky and O’Connor, they discourage the rejection of God based on 

this evidence.  O’Connor’s own personal suffering should have granted her the 

right to denounce God, according to Ivan and Rayber, yet amid a fierce struggle, 

she chooses acceptance.  Diagnosed with lupus at age twenty-five, O’Connor 

                                                        
31 Lewis stresses the lack of family for these characters, which foreshadows the rejection 

of family by the progeny in Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s stories. 
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returned to her mother’s home in Georgia to spend the next fourteen years on 

crutches and constantly in the hospital or undergoing surgery.  Near the end of 

her life (May 28, 1964), she admits in a letter, “I am sick of being sick” (The Habit 

of Being 581).  This poignant confession made only a few months before her death 

indicates the ordeal that O’Connor underwent.  Enduring the onset of lupus, she 

explains (March 17, 1953), “I can with one eye squinted take it all as a blessing” 

(57).  She came to affirm her ironic blessing, as she writes that same year (June 28, 

1956):  “Sickness before death is a very appropriate thing and I think those who 

don’t have it miss one of God’s mercies” (163).  Though she must squint one eye 

to see the good, O’Connor does not reject God’s goodness.  Rather, O’Connor, 

like Dostoevsky, with an “unsentimental eye of acceptance” (Collected Works 830), 

reaffirms faith in God’s world.   

 
III.  Theoretical Tenderness or Love in Dreams 

 While Ivan and Rayber discredit the goodness of God, they uphold ideas 

of goodness and justice apart from their divine foundation.  Ivan affirms that if 

God is dead, all is permissible—with one exception, the suffering of children.  

Ivan wants good and evil to exist, but he denies the basis for discerning them.  

Taylor indicates an inconsistency in such rationalists, who dispose of the 

foundations of morality while desiring to uphold morals:  
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First, it is parasitic32 on its adversaries for the expression of its own 
moral sources, its own words of power, and hence for its 
continuing moral force.  But second, since it undermines all 
previous formulations of the constitutive good which could ground 
the life goods it recognizes, without putting any in its place, it also 
lives to some degree on these earlier formulations.  (339) 

 
While rationalists, such as Ivan and Rayber, rely on moral terms such as good 

and evil, they ironically discard the source of morality.  Nietzsche also exhibits 

disgust with these rational moralists.  In Twilight of the Idols, he writes, “They are 

rid of the Christian God and now believe all the more firmly that they must cling 

to Christian morality.  [. . .] Christianity is a system, a whole view of things 

thought out together.  By breaking one main concept out of it, the faith in God, 

one breaks the whole” (515).  Though Nietzsche here refers to George Eliot, he 

assesses clearly the inconsistency in her position, as he correctly defines the all-

encompassing explanatory character of Christianity. 

The disparity appears between theory and reality: Ivan and Rayber 

constitute a morality based on theoretical tenderness, in O’Connor’s terms, or 

“love in dreams,” to use Dostoevsky’s words.  While Ivan and Rayber exhibit a 

concern for suffering children, their apparent “love” is a tenderness separated 

from the source of love, which for Christians such as Dostoevsky and O’Connor 

is Jesus Christ.  Such a theoretical love of, or tenderness for, suffering children 

does not embrace the real sufferers.  Despite his professed love for the suffering 

children, Ivan relishes the details of their suffering to Alyosha.  When he relates 
                                                        

32 The word “parasitic” connotes the demonic nature of such a venture, parasitism being 
one of Satan’s primary features, which will be elaborated on more fully in Chapter Three. 
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the story of the Turks catching babies on their bayonets, for instance, he 

embellishes: “Doing it before the mother’s eyes was what gave zest to the 

amusement” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 219).  What repels Ivan also in 

some way attracts him.  This paradoxical repulsion and attraction betrays how 

limited is his love of children.   

Moreover, to Ivan these children who are tortured are all faceless and held 

at a distance.  He does nothing to love those near to him, as he himself admits, “I 

could never understand how one can love one’s neighbors.  It’s just one’s 

neighbors, to my mind, that one can’t love, though one might love those at a 

distance” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 217).  Alyosha sees that Ivan’s 

love is disingenuous, unreal, a theoretical embrace of innocent humanity.  He 

refers to Father Zosima’s distinction between on the one hand, “любов’ 

мечтателная” (“love in dreams”), which “is greedy for immediate action, rapidly 

performed and in the sight of all” and on the other, “любов’ деятел’ная” (“active 

love”) which “is labor and fortitude33, and for some people too, perhaps, a 

complete science34” (The Brothers Karamazov 49).  Ivan exhibits the former love, an 

abstract and impersonal love for humanity, whereas the latter love is for 

particular persons in proximity.   

According to Ivan, active love is impossible because it would require 

human beings to be like God.  He disbelieves in the possibility of such love, what 

                                                        
33 The Russian word is “выдержка,” which also means “perseverance.” 

34 The Russian word here is “наука,” which also means “learning.”  
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he describes as “Christ-like love”: “To my thinking, Christ-like love for men is a 

miracle impossible on earth.  He was God.  But we are not gods” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karmamazov 218).  Instead, only children are possible to love on 

earth.  Ivan limits his theodicy to the suffering of children because, as he explains 

to Alyosha, “[C]hildren can be loved even at close quarters, even when they are 

dirty, even when they are ugly (I fancy, though, children are never ugly)” (The 

Brothers Karamazov 218).  Unlike Christ-like love that would extend to adults, 

Ivan’s love is limited to a theoretical concern for children.  Ivan imagines he 

could love only children up close because they alone are perfect.  However, he 

never does exhibit love for a child over the course of the novel, and his 

supposition that children can never be ugly implies a disassociation from reality.  

While Dostoevsky might echo a similar sentiment, the notion of perfect children 

defies the imperfect nature of human beings.   

Though Ivan couches his rebellion in compassion and love, he misuses 

those terms.  If he truly loved the suffering children, he, like Alyosha would be 

amongst them, easing their pain and providing solace.  Stewart Sutherland 

observes, “This is not rebellion which can be ended, not even by the possibility of 

salvation.  Ivan is not looking for a better deal for these children, for those who 

suffer.  That is not the point of this rebellion.  In that sense it is not the rebellion 

of compassion” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 34).  According to 

Sutherland, in Ivan’s neglect of the suffering children, he imitates the God whom 

he indicts.  Thus, Ivan betrays his любов’ мечтателная, or love in dreams.   
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Like Ivan, Rayber replaces active love with abstract, theoretical love that 

serves his own interests.  The narrator of O’Connor’s novel asserts, “[Rayber] 

knew the value of [love] and how it could be used” (Collected Works 401).  

Edmonson notes that, in the modern world, “sentiment becomes a substitute for 

action, a surrogate for charity.  If in the face of need, one can emote sufficiently, a 

concrete charitable response is unnecessary” (161).  For Rayber, love no longer 

connotes selflessness or transcendence but selfish sentiment alone.  Rather than 

imitate Christ’s love, which, according to Ivan, is beyond humans’ grasp, Rayber 

directs his self-comforting love to abstract humanity. 

While Rayber believes that he loves his son Bishop, he barely refrains from 

murdering him.  For Rayber, love is pain—it causes suffering, beginning with 

Bishop: “Although the child [Bishop] started the pain, he also limited it, 

contained it” (O’Connor, Collected Works 418).  If Rayber did not have Bishop to 

contain his love, then Rayber would love everyone and everything.  Ivan deems 

such encompassing love impossible, and Rayber similarly hesitates to enact it.  

He realizes that “[h]e could control his terrifying love as long as it had its focus 

in Bishop, but if anything happened to the child, he would have to face it in 

itself.  Then the whole world would become his idiot child” (442).  This concrete 

love for every other creature of God echoes precisely the teaching of Father 

Zosima: He preaches that each person is responsible to all and for all; such 

responsibility terrifies Rayber.   
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Moreover, active love points to an unseen world, a world beyond more 

logic, a world Rayber cannot accept, so Rayber suppresses the love he feels for 

his idiot son.  John Sykes notes, “To Rayber this love [for Bishop] is ‘irrational,’ a 

sign of ‘madness’ precisely because it goes against the grain of his cherished 

notion of autonomy” (141).  Rayber’s love traps him, encroaching upon his 

untrammeled freedom: “[H]is hated love gripped him and held him in a vise” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 418).  According to O’Connor’s narrator, Rayber’s 

love for Bishop points to God’s own stupidity: 

[Rayber] did not believe that he himself was formed in the image 
and likeness of God but that Bishop was he had no doubt.  The little 
boy was part of a simple equation that required no further solution, 
except in moments when with little or no warning [Rayber] would 
feel himself overwhelmed by the horrifying love. [. . .]  It was 
completely irrational and abnormal.  (Collected Works 401) 

 
To Rayber, his idiot son represents God’s idiocy, and thus he stresses his refusal 

of, rather than his disbelief in, God.  Here, Rayber is not an atheist but an anti-

theist who refuses to love as God does.   

 
IV.  Alleviating Suffering with Suffering 

Refusing love on God’s terms, Ivan and Rayber choose theoretical love, a 

choice that O’Connor warns leads to greater suffering and violence.  For instance, 

at the funeral of Mary Ann, the presiding bishop confesses that people may 

question the reason for her death; yet, O’Connor protests the opposite concern: 

that the “world, much farther removed yet everywhere [. . .]  would not ask why 

Mary Ann should die, but why she should be born in the first place” (Collected 
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Works 830).  If Ivan and Rayber could design the world, for instance, then such a 

child would never be born.  Edmonson observes that the human being is “at his 

most hubristic [when he] tries to conquer the unconquerable: the mystery of 

human existence, rendered most ‘mysterious’ when human suffering is 

involved” (179).  Ivan and Rayber try to accomplish this very task—to conquer 

suffering in the world. 

In Ivan’s attempt to eradicate misery, he acts as God declaring who 

deserves life or death.  Considering the empirical world a collection of data, he 

also fallaciously reduces human beings to variables in an equation.  For instance, 

Ivan plays God and divides humanity into two categories:  sinful adults and 

innocent children; the first deserve punishment and death while the second merit 

love and justice.  He tells Alyosha that he limits his argument to children because 

“besides being disgusting and unworthy of love, [grown-up people] have 

retribution—they’ve eaten the apple and know good and evil, and they have 

become ‘like God’” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 219).  By claiming that 

adults deserve death, Ivan makes himself “like God,” able to decide who lives or 

dies.  Ironically, while humans are unable to love like God, they seem, in Ivan’s 

theory, to be able to dictate justice like God.   

 Though Ivan hides behind his rational justification, his aversion to the 

torturers seeps through his detailed descriptions of the tortured children, and he 

betrays a desire not for justice but for revenge.  After relaying his final story of a 

tortured child, he asks what the torturer deserves: “Well—what did he deserve? 
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To be shot?  To be short for the satisfaction of our moral feeling?” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 224).  He is “delighted” when Alyosha concurs that the 

torturer deserves to be shot.  Thus, Ivan’s desire to alleviate suffering 

paradoxically perpetuates it.   

Compelled by the need to enact worldly justice, Ivan rationalizes that such 

action will ensure earthly harmony.  Stanley Hauerwas calls these justifications 

“madness.” According to Hauerawas, “A kind of madness erupts in our modern 

souls when we confront the suffering of our world” (Dispatches from the Front 

165).  Driven insane by the knowledge that they cannot save everyone from 

misfortune, “[s]ome in their madness turn to strategies that require them to 

sacrifice present generations in the hope of securing a better future for those who 

are left.  All in the name of compassion” (165).  Ivan’s Grand Inquisitor, for 

example, kills a hundred people, but then tells Christ that when judgment day 

arrives, he will “point out to [God] the thousand millions of happy children who 

have known no sin” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 240).  His current 

violence will guarantee the future happiness of children.  Here, he undertakes 

the role of God.  In fact, the Inquisitor boasts of his time in the wilderness, which 

parallels Christ’s forty days of fasting there.  And, he explicitly suggests himself 

as surrogate for Christ because he has “taken [the weak ones’] sins upon 

[himself] for their happiness” (240).  He corrects Christ’s mistakes and founds the 

church upon his own subjection of the masses to drastic control and 

manipulation.  Bauckman writes, “For an eschatological theodicy which justified 
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suffering, the modern age has substituted an eschatological anthropology which 

also justifies suffering” (86).  In other words, those who will not endorse violence 

for a heavenly kingdom will justify it for an earthly one. 

Like Ivan, Rayber too rationalizes who is worth loving and who deserves 

death.  For instance, his love for suffering humanity does not extend to his son 

Bishop.  Gary Cuiba indicates the irony that “[Rayber’s] pity for the suffering 

young is compromised by a rationalized sentimentality that would allow him to 

slay his own child” (132).  Though Rayber suppresses his murderous urges, the 

dormant violence still threatens, most notably in the attempted drowning of 

Bishop.  He tells Tarwater, “It wouldn’t have been no great loss if he had 

drowned. [. . .]  In a hundred years people may have learned enough to put them 

to sleep when they’re born” (O’Connor, Collected Works 435).  According to 

Rayber’s logic, since his son does not advance the human race, he deserves 

death, as do all children like him.  Not only does he regard Bishop as useless, but 

he also proposes future extermination of children like Bishop.  When humans 

have “learned enough,” they will abort such children, a prediction that was 

horribly fulfilled in the twentieth century.   

Since Rayber regards the calculating intellect as the determining qualifier 

for life, and Bishop lacks any ability to reason, then Bishop deserves death.  

Rayber concludes that Bishop is “exploited by the very fact that he was alive” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 412), and Bishop’s existence is a “mistake of nature” 

(403).  However, he cannot keep from caring for him, and so, he feels outrage 
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when others are offended by him.  For instance, when dining out, Bishop bellows 

at a group of young dancers who look at him “shocked and affronted as if they 

had been betrayed by a fault in creation, something that should have been 

corrected before they were allowed to see it” (448).  The young dancers’ response 

to Bishop demonstrates dismissal and even disgust for fallen nature, what 

O’Connor terms “fault in creation,” and is accompanied by a desire to correct it.   

 Respective to their time and place, Dostoevsky and O’Connor depict the 

alternative manifestations of such desires to correct creation.  In the 1860s-1880s 

in Russia, nihilism and Christian socialism simultaneously arise, not competing 

for influence but drawing from the same font.  Ivan, then, represents this 

segment of culture and proposes that people alleviate suffering by controlling 

the masses, removing their freedom, and annihilating the rebellious.  However, 

O’Connor witnesses in the 1940s-1960s American South the eugenics movement 

and the global ramifications of the Nazi Holocaust.  Representing its proponents, 

Rayber supports the removal of the handicapped, diseased, or mentally-

challenged individuals as a cure for suffering. 

 
V. Russian Christian Socialism 

 Socialists in Russia embodied an attempt to correct Christ’s work, to 

establish a world without suffering.  Their ideas were imported from Europe, 

where the ideal of unlimited progress had taken hold.  Since Peter the Great had 

opened the doors to such influence in the previous century, Dostoevsky’s Russia 
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was heavily influenced by progressive European ideas.  Many Russian aristocrats 

“employed French tutors for their children, and sent their sons to France and 

Italy to study,” experiences that, according to historian James Nichols, formed “a 

mentality which would make them still less able to come to terms with the 

religion of the great Russian masses” (337).  Instead of finding their roots in the 

Russian Orthodox Church, the Russian youth became elated by the European 

visions of social progress.  They read European novels by Fourier and Dickens 

that propagated humanitarian efforts.  Though Tsar Alexander II attempted to 

accommodate progressive fervor with his reform movements, such as the 

emancipation of the serfs and the introduction of new judicial procedures, 

revolutionaries assassinated him in 1881. 

Ironically, Jesus was appropriated as the humanist icon for socialist 

reform.  Nichols explains, “Westernizers set up Jesus the social reformer against 

the Orthodox Church, the supporter of despotism and the whip” (341).  Formerly 

the divine Incarnation and thus the center of Orthodoxy, Jesus came to symbolize 

utopian goals and provide a model for humanitarian efforts.  Belinsky, one of 

Dostoevsky’s most influential friends—later turned antagonist—first converted 

to Utopian Socialism because of Saint-Simon’s Nouveau Christianisme, or New 

Christianity.  In Seeds of Revolt, Joseph Frank writes,  

All the Utopian Socialists of any importance in the 1840s saw Christ 
(much as Dostoevsky had done in 1838) as a divine figure come to 
prescribe the laws governing the organization of earthly life in the 
modern world, and whose teachings, freed from centuries of 
perversion, were at last to be put into practice.  (184) 
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When Frank writes “freed from centuries of perversion,” he alludes to the 

burgeoning humanizing of nineteenth-century theology, wherein theologians 

were erasing the more uncomfortable, miraculous, or divine aspects of Scripture 

and Tradition.  Ivan casts doubt even over the plausibility of Christ’s recorded 

miracles fifteen hundred years prior:  “But the devil did not slumber, and doubts 

were already arising among men of the truth of these miracles” (Dostoevsky, The 

Brothers Karamazov 228).  With such references removed or explained, Christ 

became a noble human but nothing more.   

The problem of Christ’s divinity continues through the twentieth and 

even into the twenty-first century where many churches still shy away from 

teaching the miraculous or mystical elements of faith.  O’Connor writes (July 16, 

1957), “The miracles seem in fact to be the great embarrassment for the modern 

man, a kind of scandal.  If the miracles could be argued away and Christ reduced 

to the status of a teacher, domesticated and fallible, then there’d be no problem” 

(The Habit of Being 231).  A Christ without miracles attracted Russian Socialists, 

who could then view him as a great man, a goal attainable by all human beings.  

O’Connor rejects these conclusions (Aug. 2, 1955): “As for Jesus’ being a realist:  

if He was not God, He was no realist, only a liar, and the crucifixion an act of 

justice” (92).  She understands, as other writers like C. S. Lewis have noted35, that 

                                                        
35 In Mere Christianity, Lewis writes, “You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and 

kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any 
patronising [sic] nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did 
not intend to” (52). 
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Christ’s humanity has significance only in connection with his divinity.  Without 

his divinity, his Kingdom is based on deceit.  In disgust, O’Connor remarks on 

her friend Betty Hester’s loss of faith (Jan. 10, 1962): “She doesn’t believe any 

longer that Christ is God and so she has found that he is ‘beautiful! beautiful!      

[. . .] [I]f Christ wasn’t God he was merely pathetic, not beautiful” (The Habit of 

Being 460).  While Betty waxes profanely about Christ’s beautiful humanity, 

O’Connor, like Dostoevsky, recognizes the parody of this Christ.   

Dostoevsky’s stint in prison cured him of rapture with the human version 

of Christ, and he returned to civic freedom with spiritual freedom.  Irina 

Kirillova notes, “In the 1840s, under the influence of a Romantic, Utopian ‘New 

Christian, and historico-anthropological ‘humanisation’ of the figure of Christ, 

Dostoevsky refers to him as the ‘ideal man,’ the ideal of humanity’” (42).  

However, when Dostoevsky served five years in prison36, he spent those years 

reading the New Testament, meditating on the Gospels, primarily that of John, 

and changed his view of Christ.  According to Kirillova, in Dostoevsky’s Bible, 

the gospel of John has fifty-eight markings, almost five times as many as the 

other gospels.  Moreover:  “The greatest number of markings—nine—relate to 

the question of the divinity of Christ which in St. John’s Gospel is affirmed 

through the repeated assertion of the Son’s Oneness with the Father” (44).  

Christ’s divinity is dependent on his relationship as Son to God as Father.   

                                                        
36 He was exiled to Siberia for his activity in the underground intellectual society called the 

Petrahevsky Circle.  



 

 60 

Dostoevsky saw that the socialist appropriations of Christ led to atheist 

humanism—not just to a marginalization of Christ’s divinity, but to a total 

denunciation of the divine.  Victor Considerant in La Destinée sociale warned: 

Take care! [. . .] [F]or in a short while man will have conquered 
God! [. . .] [M]an in his strength and intelligence will recognize God 
his father, will love him with all his love and will know that he has 
nothing to fear from him, but everything to hope for, to ask for and 
to expect” (qtd. in Frank, The Seeds of Revolt 184) 

 
Considerant’s rhetoric obscures the paradigm shift that occurs:  humans, “man,” 

become central and God peripheral to the human project.  Though he suggests 

that humans look to God as father and seek God’s help, he proposes an impotent 

god who lacks all authority.  This God has been manifested by human 

imagination for human purposes and thus is controlled by human will.   

In Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan enters a debate with the 

fathers of the monastery about Christianity and socialism.  The two sides sound 

indistinguishable—in fact, Ivan and Father Paissy use similar language.  Ivan 

proposes, “[E]very earthly State should be, in the end, completely transformed 

into the Church and should become nothing else but a Church, rejecting every 

purpose incongruous with the aims of the Church” (53).  Those in the room do 

not know how to engage Ivan’s ideas because Ivan is an atheist whose proposal 

seems to support the church.  The atheist Miüsov doubts Ivan’s sincerity, asking, 

“Are you serious?” and later asserts, “I suspect you are simply amusing yourself, 

Ivan Fyodorvich” (54, 55).  When Father Païssy excitedly engages Ivan’s ideas, he 

rephrases them in religious language that confuses Miüsov.  Misunderstanding 
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Ivan’s scheme, Miüsov declares, “So far as I understand then, the realization of 

the ideal is infinitely remote, at the second coming of Christ. [. . .] It’s a beautiful 

utopian dream of the abolition of war, diplomacy, banks, and so on—something 

in the fashion of socialism” (54).  With the off-handed outline of the socialists’ 

agenda to save the world from “war,” “diplomacy,” and “banks,” Dostoevsky 

pokes fun at socialists.  Yet, Miüsov sees correctly that such utopianism is only 

possible at the end of time.   

Contrary to Miüsov’s assertion, Ivan does not construct an eschatological 

but a contemporary vision of the Church encompassing the State.  Ivan clarifies 

this point: “If everything became the Church, the Church would exclude all the 

criminal and disobedient, and would not cut off their heads. [. . .]  [W]hat would 

become of the excluded? He would be cut off then not only from men, as now, 

but from Christ” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 54).  With the Church as 

the State, not only would people’s lives be in danger, but also their souls.  Thus, 

perfect society is possible when Christ may be used as a deterrent against crime, 

and all criminals and disobedient are excluded from society.  In his misuse of 

Christ, Ivan resembles the socialists Dostoevsky saw in his contemporary Russia.   

What Ivan and these socialists miss is what Zosima sees—the reality of 

Christ.  Unlike those who misuse Christ as a slogan, Zosima knows the power of 

the human and divine Christ who may prevent crime by his saving grace and 

may save the souls of repentant criminals.  He informs Ivan:  
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[Е]сли бы теперь не было Христовой церкви, то не было бы 
преступнику никакого и удержу в злодействе и даже кары за него 
потом, то есть кары настоящей, не механической, как они сказали 
сейчас, и которая лишь раздражает в большинстве случаев сердце, а 
настоящей кары, единственной действительной, единственной 
устрашающей и умиротворяющей, заключающейся в сознании 
собственной совести. (Dostoevsky, Брат’иа Карамазовы 67) 
 
If it were not for the Church of Christ there would be nothing to 
restrain the criminal from evildoing, no real chastisement for it 
afterwards; none, that is, but the mechanical chastisement spoken 
of just now, which in the majority of cases only embitters the heart; 
and not the real chastisement, the only effectual one, the only 
deterrent and softening one, which lies in the recognition of sin by 
the conscience.  (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 55) 

 
Zosima repeats the word “real” (настоящей), which also means “genuine” or 

“absolute,” to emphasize the difference between Ivan’s proposal and the 

Church’s reality.  In Zosima’s theology, Christ is not a human paragon but a 

divine revolutionary.  Crime is sin, and the change occurs in the conscience.  Yet, 

Ivan disbelieves in or refuses to acknowledge these spiritual realities in his 

seemingly Orthodox proposal.   

Miüsov, however, cannot see a difference between the two proposals.  

After Zosima’s lengthy response to Ivan’s article, Miüsov declares them both 

“ultramontanists.” He tells an anecdote of a detective who fears Christian 

socialists more than anarchists, atheists, and revolutionaries: “The socialist who 

is a Christian is more to be dreaded than a socialist who is an atheist” 

(Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 58).  Dostoevsky himself might have made a 

similar statement, given his remarks on Belinsky’s Christian socialism.  In 

defense of his elder, Father Païssy protests that Miüsov misunderstands:  
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Не церковь обращается в государство. То Рим и его мечта.  То 
третье диаволово искушение! А, напротив, государство обращается 
в церковь, вошодит до церкви и становится церковью на всей земле 
(Брат’иа Карамазовы 67) 
 
[T]he Church is not to be transformed into the State.  That is Rome 
and its dream.  That is the third temptation of the devil.  On the 
contrary, the State is transformed into the Church, will ascend and 
become a Church over the whole world (The Brothers Karamazov 57) 

 
Father Païssy recalls the devil’s temptations of Christ in the desert, a reference 

Ivan later includes in “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor,” when his Inquisitor 

accepts the three temptations.  Father Zosima does not comment on Païssy’s 

vision, and it seems to echo Ivan’s.  Unlike Ivan, however, Father Païssy 

envisions this transformation of the State into a Church as overturning, rather 

than accepting, the devil’s temptations.   

The question of whether Dostoevsky himself was a Christian Socialist 

remains debatable.  According to Frank, Dostoevsky also thought “only a world 

governed by the Christian moral-social ideals still alive in the Russian commune 

can thus ward off chaos” (The Stir of Liberation 246).  Frank declares that 

Dostoevsky considers Russia “the destined foundation, singled out by the hand 

of Providence, on which the Christian-Socialist society of the future would be 

built” (247).  His view seems compatible with Christian Socialism.  When Miüsov 

finishes his anecdote, Father Païssy responds, “You apply them to us, and look 

upon us as socialists?” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 58).  Because of 

Dmitry Karamazov’s sudden entrance, the conversation ceases, and Miüsov 

never answers him.  For the moment, it remains unresolved whether the Fathers’ 
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vision is as socialist as Ivan’s.  However, the difference between the Christian 

Socialist, and the Christian with social vision lies in their beliefs about spiritual 

reality. 

Dostoevsky disapproves of the Socialists, in part, because they do not 

acknowledge spiritual reality, and thus misunderstand human nature.  In 

describing Dostoevsky’s misgivings about Socialists, Frank details this specific 

error:  “The transformation of man was a much more difficult task than ‘the 

Socialists’ were willing to acknowledge; it would be necessary to change his 

moral nature in order to achieve their goals” (The Mantle of the Prophet 375).  

Dostoevsky believes that Socialists make false assumptions about the 

faultlessness of the human being.  In his satire Utopia, Thomas More expresses a 

similar sentiment: “For things will never be perfect, until human beings are 

perfect—which I don’t expect them to be for quite a number of years!” (42).  

Dostoevsky and More both acknowledge that the flaw in the Socialists’ utopian 

dreams is their premise that human beings are perfectible within time. 

 Thus, the socialists blame suffering and evil entirely on circumstances 

rather than on persons.  Frederick Copleston notes, “Socialism, according to 

Dostoevsky, taught that what we call moral evil is simply the effect of a bad 

social environment and upbringing, and that society rather than the individual is 

responsible” (161).  The Socialists ignore humans’ sinful nature, blaming the 

environment for a person’s evil actions.  With too much freedom, human beings 

choose evil, yet if controlled, they will be good.  If Socialists could eradicate the 



 

 65 

causes of evil, then all people would be good.  For Ivan, the primary 

circumstantial cause of evil is human freedom.  As his Inquisitor explains, 

“Nothing is more seductive for man than his freedom of conscience, but nothing 

is a greater cause of suffering” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 235).  Thus, 

the Church could eradicate criminal behavior by removing people’s freedom in 

the name of Christ.  While Ivan proposes this plan in his article, he later portrays 

this Church-become-State scenario in “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor.”   

 Though the Grand Inquisitor rules in the name of Christ, he does not 

believe in His efficacy.  Alyosha proclaims to Ivan, “Your inquisitor does not 

believe in God, that’s his secret!” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 242).  The 

façade of Christ covers the socialist and nihilist agenda. Nietzsche finds the 

vanity of such Christians insufferable, and he would have appreciated 

Dostoevsky’s depiction of the Grand Inquisitor as an appropriate assault upon 

the church, without recognizing its concord with his own value system.  In the 

nineteenth-century German churches, Nietzsche witnesses priests who use “the 

name of God in vain: [the priest] calls a state of affairs in which the priest 

determines the value of things ‘the kingdom of God’” (596).  Apparently, only 

when disassociated from God’s will does Nietzsche support the imposition of 

personal will.   

Nietzsche proposes a “transvaluation of values” by which a superman, 

like the Inquisitor, may arise.  His description of the superman from Beyond Good 

and Evil depicts Ivan’s Grand Inquisitor: “He shall be the greatest who can be the 
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loneliest, the most hidden, the most deviating, the human being beyond good 

and evil, the master of his virtues, he that is overrich in will” (446).  Epitomizing 

such a master, the Grand Inquisitor tells Christ, “For only we, we who guard the 

mystery, shall be unhappy” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 240).  His lonely 

state as slaveholder of the masses may cause him despair, but it provides 

pseudo-happiness to society.  In appointing himself the lonely guardian of other 

people’s freedom, this superman pretends to care for others. 

 Also aligning with Nietzsche, the Grand Inquisitor divides humans into 

the strong and weak.  The Grand Inquisitor informs Christ, “[W]e care for the 

weak too [. . . who] look on us as gods, because we are ready to endure the 

freedom which they have found so dreadful and to rule over them” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 234).  The strong are gods to the weak, who are slaves.  

Without any evidence of divine reality, the Grand Inquisitor becomes such a god.   

He steps forward to eradicate the suffering of the weak by removing their 

freedom.  Henri de Lubac points out, “[W]here there is no freedom there are no 

persons, just as, without God, there is no freedom” (The Drama of Atheist 

Humanism 329).  The Grand Inquisitor refers to the weak as “sheep” and as 

“chicks,” but he does not intend to be a good shepherd or a mother hen, as Christ 

attests in the New Testament.  There is no notion of leaving ninety-nine to save 

one.  Rather, like animals, the weak are disposable. 

When Alyosha denounces the Inquisitor as an atheist, he voices 

Dostoevsky’s similar denunciation of Christian socialism as atheistic.  After 
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Christ has been robbed of his divinity, he quickly loses significance, and 

consequentially becomes unnecessary for the socialist agenda.  Thus, he returns 

to earth only to be rejected by the Inquisitor.  Dostoevsky died before he saw the 

same occurrence in Russia.  By 1917, the socialists overthrew the Russian State 

and dismissed the Orthodox Church.  Nichols records, “By the middle of 1918 

the state had seized most of the bank credits, stocks, bonds, and lands of the 

church, and with the cancellation of salaries, little religious instruction was left,” 

and by 1922, “it was a criminal offense in Russia to teach religion to minors” 

(355, 356).  While Dostoevsky thought that no human being would relinquish his 

or her freedom for these utopian visions, twentieth-century Russians proved 

him, for the first time, un-prophetic. 

VI.  Eugenics, the Holocaust, and “The Displaced Person” 

Around the same time as the Russian Revolution, eugenicists in America 

began attempting to increase public health by preventing the unfit from being 

born into a world where they would suffer.  Though the practice of eugenics was 

not hidden at the time, it is now largely forgotten as part of American history.  

The theoretical support for eugenics appears as early as in the works of Charles 

Darwin, who considers hospitals, asylums, and welfare programs hindrances to 

natural selection.37 In his study on the sterilization movement in the twentieth 

century, Ian Dowbiggin identifies Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton (1822-1911) as 
                                                        

37 For evidence of this point, Dowbiggin cites Darwin’s Descent of Man, I, pp. 205-206, 212-
213, 216 (20). 
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the originator of the term “eugenics”: “A convinced evolutionist himself, Galton 

believed it was time to replace the purposelessness of natural selection with 

eugenics” (20).  Since human beings were interfering with natural selection by 

aiding the weak, nineteenth and twentieth century scientists propose eugenics as 

a method for returning the balance.   

In the 1920s and 1930s, America led the way in the eugenics movement, 

outdoing even Germany in its number of procedures.  Dowbiggin catalogues 

eugenics’ effect on America:  

Most of America’s geneticists, biologists, physicians, and social 
scientists embraced eugenics, a trend that culminated in the 
founding of the American Eugenics Society (AES) in 1923.  
Eugenics pervaded college, university and high school curricula.  
The Carnegie and Rockefeller Foundations funded eugenic 
research.  Eugenics seeped into popular culture, too, evident in the 
“better baby contests” and numerous movies and stage dramas 
about the dangers of sexually transmitted diseases.  (25) 

 
The acceptance of eugenics across the American landscape cannot be 

exaggerated.  Only Roman Catholic theologians and scientists seem to have 

spoken out against it.  In 1930 Pope Pius XI denounced the practice in his 

encyclical Casti Connubii on Christian marriage, but only when the horrors of the 

Third Reich became public did eugenicists themselves become wary of the moral 

problems with forced sterilization. 

 Farrell O’Gorman delineates the effects of the eugenics movement on 

O’Connor’s consciousness, beginning with her proximity to the State Hospital in 

her hometown Milledgeville, which was the center of Georgia’s eugenic activity.  
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He also mentions her “Introduction to a Memoir of Mary Ann,” in which she 

states her horror of those “busy cutting down human imperfection” (O’Connor, 

Collected Works 830)38.  While O’Gorman does not claim that O’Connor directly 

engages in opposing eugenics, he observes in her fiction an apprehension about 

the suffering caused by those who attempt to improve society.  He gives ample 

evidence from several of her stories, where characters obsess about their genetics, 

then he concludes with The Violent Bear It Away: “While Rayber is not a 

eugenicist per se, his broadly eugenic anxieties regarding his (and all 

humanity’s) apparently flawed blood—watch how many times that word 

appears in the novel—are ultimately bound up with his desire to euthanize his 

own child” (10).  Not only does Rayber attempt to drown Bishop, but also he 

anticipates a time when human beings will abort such “idiots” before they are 

delivered. 

In conjunction with the eugenics movement, the birth control movement 

in the 1920s fulfilled these expectations, aiming to better society. According to 

Margaret Sanger, these movement should work in conjunction to rid society of 

the “unfit,” which included those in poverty, mentally challenged, or suffering 

from “tuberculosis, gonorrhea, syphilis, cancer, epilepsy, insanity, drunkenness, 

or mental disorders” (243).  Anyone with these afflictions should not produce 

children.  In fact, Sanger makes a list of criterion for those who should or should 
                                                        

38 Though Christina Bieber Lake asserts that O’Connor “certainly had Hitler in mind” 
(219) when she writes the introduction to Mary Ann’s memoir, it is conceivable she was thinking 
of the eugenics projects taking place in her hometown.  
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not have children.  She writes (May 13, 1925), “We claim that all children who are 

brought into this world must give promise of being of value to the community, 

and that if there is any doubt or indication to the contrary, in the traits of 

heredity, such possible parents must refrain from exercising the function of 

parenthood” (425).  Birth control, for Sanger, aids in preventing the birth of 

invaluable children and assures that only the best specimens of the population 

are breeding.   

Many birth control and eugenics advocates feared they would be 

connected to the eugenics movement of the Third Reich, for the terminology of 

both groups sound hauntingly similar.  According to Dowbiggin, American 

eugenicists initially hailed Nazi sterilization laws “as a step in the right 

direction,” only drawing back when “the racial overtones of Hitler’s policies 

became more and more evident” (27).  While American eugenicists avoided 

racial sterilization laws, they did not observe a parallel in their procedures on the 

mentally challenged.  However, the American and Nazi eugenicists shared the 

same agenda—to counteract the production of the weak individuals.   

In a holocaust of millions, Nazi fascists quickly dispose of these useless 

citizens from their society.  Nietzsche encourages this disposal, not masking an 

endorsement of violence, but focusing on its logical outcome—progress for 

society.  According to Girard, Nietzsche  

suggests that to avoid degenerating, societies must get rid of 
humans who are waste, who hinder and weigh them down: 
“through Christianity, the individual was made so important, so 
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absolute, that he could not longer be sacrificed: but the species 
endures only through human sacrifice.  (174) 

 
Here, Girard quotes Nietzsche’s The Will to Power, where Nietzsche blames 

Christianity for restraining strong individuals and uplifting weak ones.  Whether 

or not it would have horrified Nietzsche, the murder of millions is “the National 

Socialist way of being Nietzschean” (I See Satan 175).  A little more than fifty 

years after Nietzsche’s publication, the Nazis counteract the supposed Christian 

inversion between strong and weak individuals with the extermination of the 

unfit.   

Albert Camus, to whom O’Connor refers in her introduction about Mary 

Ann, responds to the Nazis’ action in a collection of letters to a German soldier, 

wherein he disapproves of the man’s decision to massacre innocents.  He accuses 

his correspondent of considering it “more convenient [. . .] for another to do your 

thinking for you and for millions of Germans.  Because you were tired of fighting 

heaven, you relaxed in that exhausting adventure in which you had to mutilate 

souls and destroy the world” (28).  Camus’ reference to “fighting heaven” recalls 

Dostoevsky’s “crucible of doubt.”  Rather than debate the existence of God, the 

German submits to a nationalist authority and releases himself from any 

question of divine authority.  While the German acts consistently with Ivan’s 

“everything is permissible,” Camus would prefer him to live according to 

humanistic morality.  He reminds his correspondent that they both refuse “to 
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accept that despair and that tortured world” (28), yet they should not 

subsequently reject morality. 

Camus regards Ivan Karamazov as “emblematic of modern, secular 

humanism, because in his ‘metaphysical rebellion’ he aim[s] to ‘replace the reign 

of [divine] grace’ with the reign of [human] justice” (Kroeker and Ward 141).  For 

Camus, human beings should retain the dignity of being human without divine 

sanction.  Even if God does not exist, humans should exhibit love for humanity, 

respect all life, and aim for progress.  Camus asserts, “But I know that something 

in [the world] has a meaning and that is man, because he is the only creature to 

insist on having one” (28).  Camus fulfills Dostoevsky’s prophetic concern that 

humans would find “man” a substitute for God.  However, the human being 

offers a poor substitute for God because it is limited, if only by mortality.  

Unfortunately, people, such as Camus’s German friend, assent to a holocaust in 

the present time to accomplish a peaceful humanity in the future. 

While Dostoevsky foresaw the possibility of such holocausts, O’Connor 

witnesses them in her own time, and in the story “The Displaced Person,” she 

deals with it explicitly.  Fleeing from Nazi Germany, a Polish family called the 

Guizacs takes refuge in the South on Mrs. McIntyre’s farm.  Mrs. Shortley, the 

wife of a hired attendant on the farm, oversees the arrival of the Guizacs.  From a 

perch on a hill, she observes with surprise that the Guizacs look human:  “Every 

time she had seen them in her imagination, the image she had got was of the 

three bears, walking single file, with wooden shoes on like Dutchmen and sailor 
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hats and bright coats with a lot of buttons” (O’Connor, Collected Works 286).  

Through Mrs. Shortley’s imagination, O’Connor indicates the human 

susceptibility to dehumanize people who do not fit within preconceived 

categories.   

The comedy promptly turns to terror as Mrs. Shortley associates these 

“invading” Polish refugees with news footage of the holocaust, as a means both 

of distancing these images of dead naked bodies from her but also associating the 

Guizacs with them horribly:  

Mrs. Shortley had the sudden intuition that the Gobblehooks, like 
rats with typhoid fleas, could have carried all those murderous 
ways over the water with them directly to this place.  If they had 
come from where that kind of thing was done to them, who was to 
say they were not the kind that would also do it to others?  
(O’Connor, Collected Works 287) 

 
Before she sees them, Mrs. Shortley imagines the Guizacs as bears dressed in 

outrageous clothes.  However, even after she observes them in reality, she 

demeans them even more grossly, calling them “Gobblehooks” and likening 

them to rats carrying diseases.  Neither image considers the humanity of these 

sufferers.  Moreover, Mrs. Shortley’s final question reduces these human beings 

to a veritable reductio ad absurdum:  If the Guizacs came from where they were 

being persecuted, who’s to say they wouldn’t persecute? Over the course of the 

story, Mrs. Shortley repeatedly recalls the stacked bodies in her head.  However, 

through abstraction and logic, she separates suffering from reality. 
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When Mrs. McIntyre reduces the displaced Guizacs to machines to be 

used on her farm, she too detaches herself from their suffering.  She conceives of 

the Guizacs as an investment for the good of her farm, not as refugees who need 

her help.  Thus, as Mr. Guizac does not fit with her other workers, she tries to 

convince herself that she does not have a moral obligation to him:  “There is no 

moral obligation to keep him, she was saying under breath, there is absolutely no 

moral obligation” (O’Connor, Collected Works 316).  Mrs. McIntyre attempts to 

dismiss moral responsibility because it is inconvenient.  Disconnecting herself 

from reality, Mrs. McIntyre considers the situation theoretically.  In a haunting 

conversation with the priest, Mrs. McIntyre says, “[Mr. Guizac]’s extra and he’s 

upset the balance around here [. . .] and I’m a logical practical woman and there 

are no ovens here and no camps and no Christ Our Lord” (322).  Her protest 

recalls the logical and practical purpose of the camps—discarding those extra 

people who had upset the balance in Germany.  Her denial of Christ becomes 

intimately tied in this statement with her dismissal of Mr. Guizac, for both are 

useless and inconvenient to Mrs. McIntyre.   

Speaking on another plane, the priest tries to reveal reality to Mrs. 

McIntyre.  She denies the horror of the holocaust and denies Christ, to which the 

priest drones, “The ovens and the boxcars and the sick children [. . .] and our 

dear Lord” (O’Connor, Collected Works 322).  The priest considers these ovens and 

children as realities that affect him emotionally.  Moreover, he acknowledges the 

spiritual reality of Christ.  Constantly the priest confronts Mrs. McIntyre with the 
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reality or the spiritual truth that she denies in favor of theory.  For example, 

when Mrs. McIntyre says of Mr. Guizac, “He didn’t have to come in the first 

place,” the priest responds, “He came to redeem us” (Collected Works 317).  

Though the priest speaks of Christ when beholding a peacock, his words apply 

to Mr. Guizac.  In frustration, Mrs. McIntyre exclaims to the priest, “I’m not 

theological.  I’m practical!” (316).  Mrs. McIntyre chooses between two 

frameworks:  the theological that would have moral claim on her and the 

practical that allows her to dismiss her obligation to Mr. Guizac.  She absolves 

herself: “It’s not my responsibility that Mr. Guizac has nowhere to go [. . .].  I 

don’t find myself responsible for all the extra people in the world” (317).  Like 

Ivan and Rayber, she dismisses responsibility for other people. 

Yet O’Connor illustrates how perceiving people as “extra” leads to 

violence, and by the end of the story, Mrs. McIntyre allows Mr. Guizac to die.  

When a tractor threatens to crush him, she does not caution him:  

[S]he had started to shout to the Displaced Person but that she had 
not.  She felt her eyes and Mr. Shortley’s eyes and the Negro’s eyes 
come together in one look that froze them in collusion forever, and 
she had heard the little noise the Pole made as the tractor wheel 
broke his backbone.  (Collected Works 326)  

 
As Mrs. McIntyre watches the tractor crush Mr. Guizac, she refers to him as the 

“Displaced Person” and the “Pole” and not by name.  She reduces the Negro 

Sulk in the same manner.  All three are complicit in the death of Mr. Guizac, 

which began when she refused to recognize her responsibility to him as a person.  

Mr. Guizac’s death reveals how such atrocities as the holocaust might happen. 
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VII.  Conclusion 

According to O’Connor, the trend among modern writers is to cleanse 

reality of such imperfection, a desire the Catholic fiction writer like herself 

rejects:  “The Catholic fiction writer is entirely free to observe.  He feels no call to 

take on the duties of God or to create a new universe. [. . .] For him, to ‘tidy up 

reality’ is certainly to succumb to the sin of pride” (Mystery and Manners 178).  

She refers to herself here as a writer who overcomes this temptation and 

observes reality with its imperfection and suffering.  Her assessment, however, 

indicts those who desire to sanitize reality or create a new universe.  O’Connor 

writes, “[I]t is only in these centuries when we are afflicted with the doctrine of 

the perfectibility of human nature by its own efforts that the vision of the freak in 

fiction is so disturbing” (133).  In addition to the freak, O’Connor might have 

referred to the sufferer—for instance, Mary Ann.  O’Connor correctly diagnoses 

“these [modern] centuries” and its products—people who are afraid to confront 

imperfection.   

For Ivan and Rayber, the imperfect and the suffering are particularly 

revolting because in them, they recognize their own reflection.  When Rayber 

hears Lucette Carmody preach that Jesus raised the dead, he protests, “not the 

innocent children, not you, not me when I was a child, not Bishop, not Frank!  

And he had a vision of himself moving like an avenging angel through the 

world, gathering up all the children that the Lord, not Herod, had slain” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 413).  Rayber recalls himself as a suffering child and 
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this identification compels him transform himself into a retaliating agent of 

justice, rescuing the innocent, since God allegedly will not.  In this vision, Rayber 

blames God for his own suffering as well as Herod’s massacre.  Girard contests 

this misappropriation: “Humankind is never the victim of God; God is always 

the victim of humankind” (I See Satan 191).  However, Rayber antagonizes God 

because of his own suffering. 

Rather than identify with Christ and his suffering, Rayber joins Ivan in 

blaming God for the agony of the innocent.  O’Connor has great compassion for 

such souls (undated, 1959): “I think there is no suffering greater than what is 

caused by the doubts of those who want to believe” (The Habit of Being 353).  

Rayber is also to be pitied, for his uncle Mason Tarwater had been utterly 

unaccommodating in teaching him about the things of God.  Rayber’s parents 

had rescued him from the prophet’s confinement, and they seem to have taught 

the child that his uncle meant nothing but evil by these abusively “Christian” 

acts.  Yet the seeds “fell in deep,” as Mason observes, so that Rayber still regards 

himself as an innocent waiting to be rescued by Jesus: he feels “as if he were still 

a child waiting on Christ” (O’Connor, Collected Works 443) and recalls his 

“childhood pain laid again on his tongue like a bitter wafer” (412), referencing 

the Eucharist or Christ’s bodily suffering, though it tastes “bitter.”  

Rayber holds onto his pride.  Affirming the “great dignity of man,” he 

declares, “I am born once and no more.  What I can see and do for myself and my 

fellowman in this life is all my portion and I’m content with it.  It’s enough to be 
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a man” (O’Connor, Collected Works 437).  At the conclusion of O’Connor’s The 

Violent Bear It Away, Bishop dies when Rayber’s nephew Tarwater 

simultaneously baptizes and drowns him.  While his idiot son receives a second 

birth into eternal life, Rayber uplifts the dignity of humanity and loses that same 

humanity in the process.  In O’Connor’s earlier manuscript, Rayber smiles39 

when this occurs, indicating Rayber’s sinister appreciation of violence.  However, 

in the final edition of the novel, instead of smiling, Rayber feels nothing: “[I]t was 

not until he realized there would be no pain that he collapsed” (Collected Works 

456).  O’Connor wanted Rayber’s end to remain ambiguous and leave him open 

to the possibility of redemption.  After all, Rayber is himself a suffering child.   

Like Rayber, Ivan is a suffering child, as he confesses to Alyosha, “Dear 

little brother, I don’t want to corrupt you or to turn you from your stronghold, 

perhaps I want to be healed by you” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 217).  

Ivan admits this desire without a hint of irony, but he smiles “suddenly quite like 

a little gentle child” (217).  For a brief moment, two sentences, Dostoevsky 

reveals that Ivan is a suffering child who desires a father, not like the satanic 

fathers he witnesses in these newspaper stories and in his own life, but a godly 

father who will heal him.  However, his pride will not allow him to see this 

godly father, and he clutches instead to a false vision of God.   

 The problem, then, is not outside of Ivan and Rayber, but rather inside 

them, rooted in their refusal to acknowledge God.  Ivan and Rayber oppose an 
                                                        

39 189f. pp 117-33, chapter 6, photocopy, T. em O’C, T, ms. (Driggers 110) 
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unjust God who would allow human misery, but they never recognize their own 

responsibility for that anguish.  By blaming God for their pain, these characters 

perpetuate their own.  Moreover, for O’Connor and Dostoevsky, the insistence 

on justice for the tortured innocents leads these characters to a rejection of a just 

God but, ironically, to an increase in violence and an extension of suffering.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

Deicide and Parricide 

 
In Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s respective works, characters contrive 

false accounts of God that are straw deities easily whisked away by human 

rationalizations.  Created by the finite reason of human beings and limited to the 

scope of this empirical world, these Gnostic gods are quickly put to death.  The 

announcement of the death of God begins with Nietzsche’s madman shouting it 

to deaf ears, though Dostoevsky and O’Connor also heard this call, and they 

knew where it would end.  de Lubac writes, “Dostoevsky was present at the 

‘death of God.’ […] He envisioned both atheism and the ideal of the overman in 

all their force” (The Drama of Atheist Humanism 284).  What Dostoevsky foresees, 

O’Connor then chronicles, as she writes (Aug. 2, 1955), “My audience  are the 

people who think God is dead.  At least these are the people I am conscious of 

writing for” (The Habit of Being 92).  

Such an audience works according to the following assumptions: after 

subjugating divine authority, people then vie to establish their own authority.  If, 

however, each person desires to be his or her own god, any preceding authority 

must be expelled.  Since individuals have become gods unto themselves, they 

have simultaneously become laws unto themselves, so each person may act 

according to his or her own laws of conduct—deceiving, seducing, and even 
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murdering others should they choose to.  Ellis Sandoz asserts that the first “issue 

of ‘Everything is lawful’ is parricide” (363).  If Ivan Karamazov, for instance, 

believes in lawlessness and the disposing of all authority, then parricide should 

not only be sanctioned but also swiftly accomplished.  Sandoz recognizes the 

irony that “consequential to [Ivan’s] ‘humanitarian’ solution, after the crime of 

deicide, the Nietzschean murder of God, there can follow only parricide” (364).  

Dostoevsky and O’Connor illustrate why deicide may beget parricide: for those 

who insist on being self-begotten must rid themselves of those who beget them, 

and the rejection of supernatural authority or metaphysical origin corresponds 

with the rebellion against earthly authority and origin.  

In “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” Ivan depicts his limited Christ, 

who reappears in a new form in O’Connor’s Wise Blood as Hazel Motes’s “new 

jesus.”  These characters struggle with the death of God, and they experience 

how choosing against Him is a choice for violence.  Susan Srigley notes, “The 

choice for or against the Kingdom, or as Girard describes the choice, between the 

Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Violence40 is ultimately determinative of 

the direction of human violence” (“The Violence of Love” 38).  The human 

violence that the Inquisitor and Hazel commit represents this kingdom of 

violence, which culminates in the death of the parent.  As The Brothers Karamazov 

                                                        
40 Srigley references Girard’s Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World (216).  
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and O’Connor’s stories illustrate, this violence culminates in the death of the 

parent.  

I.  The “new jesus” 

When Ivan declares, in The Brothers Karamazov, that he accepts God but 

rejects God’s world, he accepts a fabricated deity.  Stewart Sutherland suggests 

that Ivan accepts this “false God, the God of the Russian boys, a God whom man 

has invented [. . .].  He deliberately accepts a false God, thereby giving his 

atheism its most pointed statement” (31).  Accepting a so-called God who is 

nothing but mankind’s invention solidifies Ivan’s rebellion.  Ivan feigns to 

sidestep the debate over who created whom: “As for me, I’ve long resolved not 

to think whether man created God or God man” (The Brothers Karamazov 216).  

However, sidestepping the issue indicates his real conviction: by allowing the 

question of who created whom, he has declared “man’s” preeminence.  Ludwig 

Feuerbach precedes Ivan in conceiving that human beings have made God in 

their image.  He writes, “The personality of God is nothing else than the 

projected personality of man” (226), and “the being of man is alone the real being 

of God—man is the real God” (229).  For Feuerbach, once people realize that man 

is God then they no longer need to transcend their nature or to search outside 

themselves for answers.  O’Connor recognizes how this evaluation alters 

people’s actions.  She addresses the changes in novelistic terms:  

It makes a great difference to [a] novel whether [the novelist] 
believes that we are created in God’s image, or whether he 
[or she] believes we create God in our own.  It makes a great 
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difference whether he [or she] believes that our wills are 
free, or bound like those of other animals.  (Mystery and 
Manners 157) 

In the same way that a novelist’s understanding of reality affects the course of a 

story, so a character’s notion of who created whom alters his or her actions.  If 

the human being created God, then God is limited to human comprehension, and 

such a domesticated God becomes a means to each person’s goals.  

Though Ivan hesitates to say that humans created God, Nietzsche is 

unabashed in accusing Christians of worshipping a god of human invention.  

Nietzsche protests that the church “created its ‘God’ according to its needs” (604) 

and he accuses Christians of a lack of holiness:  

Possessing even the tiniest bit of piety in the body, we should find a 
god who cures a cold at the right time or who bids us enter a coach 
at the very moment when a violent rainstorm begins, such an 
absurd god that we should have to abolish him if he existed.  (636) 

 
This “god” is similar to what Wood calls the “parking-place Jesus,” who 

magically finds Christians parking places close to shop entrances41.  Such a God 

is the figment of human creation, a guise for the self-will of the individual.  If this 

God is as Nietzsche depicts Him, then he should be dismissed.  

For Nietzsche, Christians are the ultimate nihilists because they follow this 

God who reigns over nothing in the real world.  According to Nietzsche, “The 

Christian conception of God—God as the god of the sick, God as a spider, God as 

                                                        
41 Wood writes, “The false god of the false gospel of religious good works turns out to be 

someone rather like Santa Clause [who] supposedly gives his followers whatever they want. [. . .] 
I have conservative Christian students who tell me that they pray for God to find them a parking 
place, and that this God of theirs always comes through” (“By Grace Alone”).  
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spirit—is one of the most corrupt conceptions of the divine ever attained on earth 

[. . .]. God as the declaration of war against life, against nature, against the will to 

live!” (585).  Nietzsche’s version of the Christian God is merely a spirit who 

wages war against everything human, natural, and enjoyable.    

In his rendition of Christ, Ivan describes a Nietzschean God who is 

nothing but a silent and passive spirit that lacks Incarnation, a façade for human 

desires.  Christina Bieber Lake writes that Nietzsche’s God “is not the God of 

historical Christianity, but the God of Feuerbach and Emerson” (7), as is Ivan’s 

Christ.  According to O’Connor, “When Emerson decided, in 1832, that he could 

no longer celebrate the Lord’s Supper unless the bread and wine were removed, 

an important step in the vaporization of religion in America was taken, and the 

spirit of that step has continued apace” (Mystery and Manners 161).  

Before Emerson or Nietzsche, Ivan had invented a Christ detached from 

the created order and ineffectual for earthly harmony in “The Legend of the 

Grand Inquisitor.”  Romano Guardini asserts that this Christ “represents the 

justification of Ivan in his own eyes and at the same time it secretly introduces an 

attempt to neutralize Christianity, because it is represented as detached” (67).  

Unlike the historical Jesus who is born unto Mary and Joseph in the town of 

Bethlehem, is raised in Nazareth, and dies in Jerusalem, Ivan’s Christ arrives 

from nowhere.  Like a spirit, he comes “softly, unobserved” and “moves silently 

in their midst with a gentle smile of infinite compassion” (Dostoevsky, The 

Brothers Karamazov 229).  He seems incorporeal and unreal.  Ivan increases this 
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effect by describing him in unearthly terms: “The sun of love burns in His heart.  

Light, enlightenment42, and power shine from His eyes, and their radiance, shed 

on the people” (The Brothers Karamazov 229).  These poetic metaphors portray 

Christ only as a docetic figure devoid of any human aspect.  In contrast, the 

Inquisitor is fully embodied, vividly depicted as “an old man, almost ninety, tall 

and erect, with a withered face and sunken eyes, in which there is still a gleam of 

light, like a fiery spark [. . .] at that moment, he was wearing his coarse, old, 

monk’s cassock” (The Brothers Karamazov 230).  Ivan describes his specific age, the 

lines of his face, and even his current ensemble.  This second Christ, then, is only 

spirit, fleshless and thus, unable to answer the Grand Inquisitor’s hard charges. 

As abstract as Ivan’s notion of love, this ethereal Christ exhibits no 

relationship to the concrete world.  In addition to lacking place, this Christ has 

no family, no disciples, and most importantly, no Trinitarian identity.  Guardini 

explains that this Christ “has no essential relationship with the Father-Creator 

[and] does not have that holy relationship for the real world which purifies it and 

renews it; he is simply compassion, bearing an invitation to leave the world” 

(64).  The Christ calls no one to follow him; he performs a few nondescript 

miracles and says a few imperative words in conjunction with these acts before 

the Inquisitor imprisoned him.  Then, after listening to the Inquisitor’s 

impressive monologue, he responds with a kiss that “glows in [the Inquisitor’s] 

heart” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 243), though “the old man adheres to 
                                                        

42 “Просвещенйа” also means education. It refers to the Enlightenment as well.  
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his idea” (243).  Christ, finding himself unnecessary to the people, leaves.  This 

Christ makes no impression upon this community because it does not need 

him—the people have the Inquisitor.   

The disincarnate, ineffectual Christ from Ivan’s poem reappears in 

O’Connor’s first novel Wise Blood as Hazel Motes’s “new jesus.”  Each character 

makes Jesus monophysite:  Ivan spiritualizes Christ while Hazel materializes 

him.  Hazel has extracted the supernatural and demythologized the Scriptural 

Jesus, founding his Church Without Christ on this “new jesus.”  Like Ivan, he 

manipulates his Scriptural knowledge to diminish Christ.  When Hazel preaches, 

he denies the Christ that he knows to exist—his church is without Him.  He 

exclaims to any passerby who will listen: 

I preach the Church Without Christ.  I’m member and preacher to 
that church where the blind don’t see and the lame don’t walk and 
what’s dead stay that ways.  Ask me about that church and I’ll tell 
you it’s the church that the blood of Jesus don’t foul with 
redemption.  (Collected Works 59)  

 
Hazel knows the doctrines of the Church, and he cannot deny Christ without 

rejecting the specific truth he was taught.  He denounces the possibility of 

miracles, denies the existence of the fallen nature, and thus rejects the need for 

redemption.   

Since he was twelve years old, Hazel has been called to preach as his 

grandfather did.  The old man “had traveled three counties in a Ford automobile. 

[. . .] He would climb up on the nose of it and preach from there and sometimes 

he would climb onto the top of it and shout down at them” (O’Connor, Collected 
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Works 10).  Hazel recalls him preaching about Jesus’ death for everyone’s souls, 

even for Hazel’s redemption.  Yet this memory begins with the image of his 

grandfather in a coffin, followed by his dead younger brothers, and his father’s 

burial.  Dreaming about his father “humped over on his hands and knees in his 

coffin” so that no one can shut the lid on him, Hazel remembers, “they let it drop 

down with a thud and his father flattened out like anybody else” (Collected Works 

10).  He pictures his father here as a blasphemous buffoon in the tradition of 

Fyodor Karamazov.  Tallying these physical deaths as a prologue to his 

grandfather’s preaching on Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection, Hazel must weigh 

the evidence against the validity of his grandfather’s claims.   

Hazel Motes stems from a divided family tree:  his evangelical 

grandfather and atheist father represent competing models for him.  At eighteen, 

Hazel “had a strong confidence in his power to resist evil; it was something he 

had inherited, like his face, from his grandfather” (O’Connor, Collected Works 11).  

The ambiguity of the language suggests that while he inherited both his face and 

his ability to resist evil from his grandfather, the “strong confidence in his 

power” stems from elsewhere, most likely from his father.  He recalls, with the 

memory of his father’s burial and his grandfather’s preaching, the memory of a 

“deep black wordless conviction in him that the way to avoid Jesus was to avoid 

sin” (Collected Works 11).  Not only does Hazel wish to avoid his father’s and his 

grandfather’s models, but he even desires to avoid Jesus’ model.  After this list of 
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dead models, the first chapter concludes with a vision of Hazel’s mother’s burial.  

Thus, the guarantee of death prevails over Jesus’ promise of resurrection.   

When Hazel preaches against the resurrection and against Christ’s twine 

nature, he also preaches for the merely physical nature of the human being.  In 

other words, in discarding Christ’s divinity and human immortality, Hazel 

reduces the human being to physicality.  He preaches: 

If there was any Fall, look there, if there was any Redemption, look 
there, and if you expect any Judgment, look there, because they all 
three will have to be in your time and your body where in your 
time and body can they be?  (O’Connor, Collected Works 93) 

 
Hazel wants physical evidence for spiritual reality.  Since he does not encounter 

these spiritual realities in the physical world, he denies them.   

However, Hazel’s early attempts to spurn the reality of God are muted by 

their banality.  When Hazel arrives in Taulkinham, he seeks sin in the most 

obvious place, the bed of a prostitute named Mrs. Watts.  Hazel wants to prove 

to unobserving onlookers that he denies Christ, so he has sex with Mrs. Watts.  

Bieber Lake notes, “[Hazel] is trying to drive Christ out of the temple of his body, 

and it is meant to appear to us a rude and ridiculous trade” (67).  Later in the 

novel, Hazel’s one follower interprets his preaching as the opportunity to attend 

a brothel.  However, the young man subsequently refuses to denounce Christ 

because “what they had just done was a mortal sin, and that should they die 

unrepentant of it they would suffer eternal punishment and never see God” (83).  

Though the young man enjoys the whorehouse much more than Hazel does and 
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eagerly wants to visit it again, he simultaneously seeks forgiveness. Here, 

O’Connor pokes fun at the inconsistency of some Catholic believers, while also 

illustrating the lackluster of the rebellion.  In the Catholic tradition, venial sins 

like lust are less serious than those of the heart, which is why Dante places those 

sinners of the flesh merely in the second circle of hell, and in the New Testament, 

Christ criticizes those who commit sexual offenses less than those sinners who 

act viciously or commit sins of the heart, though Christ downplays neither.  

Moreover, by noting that Hazel does not enjoy the promiscuous sex, O’Connor 

underscores his nihilism. 

Recognizing these sins as worthless exhibitions of rebellion, Hazel tries to 

increase the destructiveness of his sin by seducing the daughter of the blind 

preacher Asa Hawks.  He believes this sin will be more damaging for two 

reasons: first, “when the blind preacher saw his daughter ruined, he would 

realize that [Hazel] was in earnest when he said he preached The Church 

Without Christ,” and second, Hazel thinks “that he should have a woman, not 

for the sake of pleasure in her, but to prove that he didn’t believe in sin [. . .].  He 

wanted someone he could teach something to” (O’Connor, Collected Works 62).  If 

he acts in defiance of Christ and pulls the innocent away, then he will be acting 

counter to an evangelist or a disciple.   

In an unforeseen twist, however, Hawks’ daughter Sabbath Lily proves to 

be more of an apostate than Hazel.  Instead of Hazel corrupting her, she seduces 

him.  She accuses him of being “pure filthy right down to the guts,” noting that 
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the only difference between them is that she enjoys sin “and he don’t” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 95).  Like Hazel’s disciple at the brothel, Sabbath Lily 

perceives Hazel’s aversion to sin.  In contrast to him, she delights in sin. Because 

she is a bastard, Sabbath Lily, according to her own admission, is already 

condemned.  She believes this condemnation allows her to sin more.  She writes 

to a newspaper advice columnist, Mary Brittle, about whether she should “neck” 

since she’s already damned, and Mary answers: 

I think your real problem is one of adjustment to the modern 
world.  Perhaps you ought to re-examine your religious values to 
see if they meet your needs in Life.  A religious experience can be a 
beautiful addition to living if you put it in the proper perspective 
and do not let it warp you.  Read some books on Ethical Culture.  
(Collected Works 67) 

 
In this small comic portrayal of modern columnists, O’Connor reveals that even 

Mary Brittle is more of an apostate than Hazel.  Mary is a parody of the Christ-

less religion of the modern world: self-fulfillment and subjective experience 

become ethics.  When Sabbath relates this story to Hazel, he concurs with Mary 

Brittle.  However, in his mind, Hazel knows “the truth didn’t contradict itself 

and that a bastard couldn’t be saved in the Church Without Christ” (Collected 

Works 69).  Though Hazel attempts a life of apostasy, he remains Christ-haunted 

through most of the story, surrounded by authentic apostates. 

On the train ride to Taulkinham, Hazel first discovers the pervasive 

modern apostasy.  Attempting to shock the woman sitting across from him, he  
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asks, “Do you think I believe in Jesus?”43 Before she can answer, he responds, 

“Well I wouldn’t even if He existed.  Even if He was on this train” (O’Connor, 

Collected Works 7).  Hazel’s determination not to accept God, even if encountering 

Him face to face, does not shake the woman because, as Hazel comes to realize 

by the end of the novel, everyone around him is more of an atheist than he is.  In 

fact, it seems people stopped believing in God a long time ago.  Thus, when 

Hazel wakes in a night terror on the train and cries out, “Jesus,” the porter 

responds, “Jesus been a long time gone” (Collected Works 4).  Hazel has returned 

from war to preach not good news or bad news but old news.   

Hence, crowds are apathetic to Hazel’s preaching; only Hazel seems 

perturbed by his own words.  While he parodies a Christian preacher, he is 

unable to accept his own anti-Christian claims.  Bieber Lake highlights this irony 

in his preaching: “[Hazel] believes he can reduce Jesus to words and then declare 

his own redemption.  [However,] Jesus is Haze’s Jesus, in spite of what he says” 

(67).  If Hazel preaches a world without Christ, he should accept the 

meaninglessness of the word “Christ.” Yet Hazel is repulsed when Onnie Jay 

Holy, also known as Hoover Shoats, attempts to change the name of Hazel’s 

church to the “Holy Church of Christ Without Christ,” insisting, “It don’t make 

any difference how many Christs you add to the name if you don’t add none to 

                                                        
43 When O’Connor refers to Jesus, she uses capital letters, even when characters seem 

blasphemous. However, when Hazel preaches the “new jesus,” she keeps the lower case, 
emphasizing that he does not refer to the actual Jesus here. The change in capitalization 
underscores the juxtaposition of reality and Hazel’s professions.  
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the meaning, friend” (Collected Works 89).  Onnie Jay not only believes in the 

meaningless of the word Christ, but in the meaninglessness of all words.  For 

instance, he calls Hazel “friend,” a word that should denote an intimate bond 

between two people, yet after this introduction, neither man cares a whit for the 

other.   

Onnie Jay disconnects words from their meaning in the same way that 

Hazel has separated Christ’s humanity from His divinity.  Onnie Jay recognizes 

the prevalent sentimental worldview and preys off this weakness of his audience 

for commercial gain.  So the crowd may more easily swallow Hazel’s blasphemy, 

Onnie Jay advises him to sweeten it: “If you want to get anywheres in religion, 

you got to keep it sweet” (O’Connor, Collected Works 89).  O’Connor had little 

patience for sentimentalism like that of Onnie Jay’s crowd.  She deems it parallel 

to pornography:  

Sentimentality is a skipping of this process [Fall, Crucifixion, 
Redemption] in its concrete reality and an arrival at a mock state of 
innocence, which strongly suggests its opposite.  Pornography, on 
the other hand, is essentially sentimental, for it leaves out the 
connection of sex with its hard purposes and so far disconnects it 
from its meaning in life as to make it simply an experience for its 
own sake.  (Collected Works 809) 

 
Both substitute surface level for substantive reality.  O’Connor invokes the story 

of the fall, crucifixion, and redemption to suggest that these realities lose 

substance in a sentimental worldview. 
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A former radio preacher, Onnie Jay has practiced coating his preaching 

with such sentimentalism.  He exploits those with a sentimental worldview by 

using sweet, meaningless words to win over Hazel’s crowd: 

You don’t have to believe nothing you don’t understand and 
approve of.  If you don’t understand it, it ain’t true, and that’s all 
there is to it. [. . .]  [I]t’s based on the Bible. [. . .]  It’s based on your 
own personal interpitation of the Bible, friends.  You can sit at 
home and interpit your own Bible, however you feel in your heart 
it ought to be interpited.  That’s right [. . .] just the way Jesus would 
have done it.  (O’Connor, Collected Works 86-87) 

 
Superseding Hazel’s blasphemy, Onnie Jay carries out its implications.  For 

instance, Hazel attests that Jesus did not accomplish miracles; this interpretation 

removes pieces of Scripture according to the reader’s whims44.  Onnie Jay 

promotes this aspect of Hazel’s church by appealing to the crowd’s desire to live 

“however [they] feel in [their] heart” (Collected Works 88).  To enhance the 

personal nature of Hazel’s message, Onnie Jay offers personal testimony—false 

testimony—about his transformation after joining Hazel’s church.  Only Hazel 

penetrates Onnie Jay’s sentimentalism and declares, “You ain’t true” (Collected 

Works 88).  Ironically, Hazel does not yet recognize his own self-delusion.   

The encounter with Onnie Jay reveals that Hazel has not accomplished the 

apostasy he preaches.  Since his childhood, Hazel has been haunted by Jesus, 

who moves “from tree to tree in the back of his mind, a wild ragged figure 

                                                        
44 Of course, Onnie Jay’s brief sermon indicts the Protestant notion of individual interpretation of 

Scriptures. In the Protestant tradition, each person is separately responsible for his or her soul before God. 
While Holy Scripture is the supreme guidebook for a person’s actions, each person must interpret it as an 
individual. The 1925 Southern Baptist Convention’s “Baptist faith and message” gives evidence of these 
beliefs. 
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motioning him to turn around and come off into the dark” (O’Connor, Collected 

Works 11).  His grandfather preached that Jesus would get Hazel in the end, and 

all of Hazel’s preaching and fighting has only reaffirmed the existence of Christ.  

While Hazel founds the Church Without Christ on deicide, he seems ignorant of 

the irony that the Church of Christ is also founded on deicide, the death of Jesus 

Christ of Nazareth in the first century.  Hazel can only found his church in 

opposition to this specific Jesus Christ, which concedes more than denies His 

reality.   

In 1965, only a year after Flannery O’Connor’s death, TIME Magazine ran 

an article on Christian atheism, but without O’Connor’s prophetic irony (The “God 

is Dead” Movement 1).  The article focuses not on the philosophy of non-Christian 

thinkers but on the theology promoted by academic scholars in major universities 

across America45.  These theologians accept the death of God who stands outside 

of the universe, and they sought to compose a theology based on this assumption.  

The TIME author writes: 

The death-of-God theologians do not argue merely that 
Christianity's traditional “image” of the Creator is obsolete.  They 
say that it is no longer possible to think about or believe in a 
transcendent God who acts in human history, and that Christianity 
will have to survive, if at all, without him.  (1) 

 
O’Connor opposes this twentieth-century American version of the Church 

without Christ, defending the divine foundation of the Church.  She writes (June 
                                                        

45 Such as Thomas J. J. Altizer of Emory University, Paul van Buren of Temple University, 
William Hamilton of Colgate Rochester Divinity School, and Gabriel Vahanian of Syracuse 
University. 
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21, 1959), “For us [Catholics] the Church is the body of Christ, Christ continuing 

in time and as such a divine institution.  The Protestant considers this idolatry.  If 

the church is not a divine institution, it will turn into an Elks Club [. . .]” (The 

Habit of Being 337).  Hazel has denied the eternity of the church by denying the 

divinity of Christ.  Notably, when Mrs. Flood asks what kind of Church he 

preaches for, he answers, “Protestant” (O’Connor, Collected Works 60), echoing 

O’Connor’s sentiment that Protestants may consider a divine church idolatrous.  

Though O’Connor comically mocks a church without divine sanction as an “Elks 

Club,” in Wise Blood, she reveals the horrors implicit in the Church Without 

Christ—violence and murder.   

At the conclusion of Wise Blood, Hazel murders Onnie Jay Holy’s fake 

prophet Solace Layfield, who is not only a surrogate of Hazel’s grandfather but 

also a caricature of Hazel himself.  Throughout the novel, Hazel has denied his 

vocation to preach like his grandfather did.  Enoch Emery is more in touch with 

this parental denial than Haze, when he thinks, “He didn’t want to justify his 

daddy’s blood, he didn’t want to be always having to do something that 

someone else wanted him to do” (Collected Works 76). Hazel does not want to act 

in accordance with his blood; he does not want to fulfill his calling to preach.  

While Enoch listens to his wise blood, Hazel ignores his own.  Moreover, by 

murdering Solace, Hazel endeavors to rid himself, at last, of his grandfather’s 

claim on him.  Unfortunately, the murder irritates rather than eases his 

conscience.  
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The murder is provoked because Solace dresses identically to Hazel, hat 

and all, and stands atop a car to preach the message of the new jesus.  Hazel 

disapproves of this sideshow because it “ain’t true” (O’Connor, Collected Works 

114), though he probably dislikes it more because the act parodies his own 

image.  Solace indirectly acknowledges this with his apology: “I ain’t trying to 

mock you” (Collected Works 114).  Despite Solace’s protests, Hazel disrobes him of 

the mock outfit, and proceeds to run over the half-dressed man with his car.  

After Hazel crushes Solace, he stands above him and justifies himself, saying, 

“Two things I can’t stand [. . .] a man that ain’t true and one that mocks what is” 

(115).  Hazel murders the prophet out of the delusion that the other opposes him.  

From his sense of integrity, Hazel murders the man.  O’Connor “think[s] of Haze 

Motes as a kind of saint” because his “overwhelming virtue is integrity” (July 9, 

1955, The Habit of Being 89). While O’Connor correctly assesses Hazel’s integrity, 

the virtue is misconstrued by Hazel because he too is a man who “ain’t true” and 

who “mocks what is” by preaching the Church Without Christ.   

Then in a moment of grace, Hazel unintentionally acts as Solace’s 

confessor.  Hazel bends over Solace to hear his dying words, a confession: “Give 

my mother a lot of trouble [. . .] Never giver no rest.  Stole theter car.  Never told 

the truth to my daddy or give Henry what, never . . .” (O’Connor, Collected Works 

115).  Aghast at acting as a priest when he means to be a murderer, Hazel pulls 

back and demands that the man shut up.  Solace’s last words are “Jesus hep me” 

(Collected Works 115).  Hazel has spent the last few weeks preaching against the 
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immortality of human beings and the divinity of Christ.  He has asserted, “You 

can’t go neither forward nor backwards into your daddy’s time nor your 

children’s if you have them.  In yourself right now is all the place you’ve got” 

(93).  For Hazel, each person must redeem him or herself here and now, forgetting 

the past and disregarding the future.  However, Solace reverses the damage that 

Hazel has been attempting by acknowledging the needs of his soul, his 

responsibility to his parents and others, and the intercessory power of Christ.   

Murdering Solace strangely enough reveals truth to Hazel.  Considering 

the human person only physical matter, Hazel disposes of him for the sake of 

“truth.”  This action has revelatory potential.  O’Connor writes (Aug. 2, 1955), “I 

think sin occasionally brings one closer to God” (The Habit of Being 92). In this 

case, Hazel experiences a connection between deicide and violence. Hazel sought 

to live as though God did not exist, and he made himself his own deity. 

Unfortunately, Hazel’s attempt to be godlike without God culminated in 

violence.  In The Death of God, Gabriel Vahanian concludes that there are only two 

options—to be gods or wolves to one another.  He writes, “[A]lthough [modern 

atheism] attempts to define man in terms of his relatedness to others, it can only 

project man as a god or a wolf to his fellow man” (231).  What Vahanian misses is 

what O’Connor illustrates in Wise Blood—when God has been displaced, acting 

either as a god or a wolf may amount to the same action.  
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II.  Parricide in The Brothers Karamazov 

Parricide is a violent enactment of deicide as well as emblematic of it, for 

both represent the desire to be self-begotten.  As Ralph Wood writes, “In 

Dostoevsky’s world parricide is always tantamount to deicide” (211), so does W. 

J. Leatherbarrow conclude that particularly in The Brothers Karamazov, “both 

Fyodor Pavlovich and God serve to illustrate Ivan’s rejection of an unloveable 

father” (35).  Against Leatherbarrow, Joseph Frank argues: “It is entirely 

different, however, to substitute Feodor Pavolovich for God, and to ask readers 

to accept a refusal to love him unconditionally as an equivalent violate of the 

sacred principle of fatherhood” (The Mantle of the Prophet 696).  In fact, 

Dostoevsky condemns fathers like Fyodor because they have demeaned the role 

of “Father” and confused their children’s connotations of that metaphor for God.   

Not only in his portrayal of Fyodor, but also in his nonfictional writing, 

Dostoevsky condemns the Russian fathers for neglecting their children.  In July-

August 1877 editions of The Diary of a Writer, he criticizes the court’s acquitting of 

the Dzhunkovsky couple who abused their children.  He recognizes that no law 

condemns a “father’s laziness, incompetence, and heartlessness in raising his 

children,” for if such a law existed, “we would have to condemn half of Russia—

more than half in fact” (qtd. in Frank 297)46.  These fathers are producing wicked 

children who have no saving memory from childhood to which they can cling as 

                                                        
46 The Mantle of the Prophet. From Polnoe Sobranie Sochinenii, (Leningrad, 1972-1980), 25: 

188-193.  
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they age and mature.  “Such children will find it difficult, if not impossible, to 

accumulate any of the ‘sacred memories’ that will enable them to navigate later 

amidst the dangerous shoals of life’s temptations” (Frank 246-247).  Dostoevsky 

elaborates on this conviction of “sacred memories” at the conclusion of The 

Brothers Karamazov when Alyosha advises the children around him to remember 

this moment from their childhood.   

Dostoevsky sees the domestic family as a microcosm of the larger world 

family.  The Brothers Karamazov centers on the Karamazov family, but as Neal 

Bruss notes, “The Karamazov brothers are bracketed by two larger groups of 

sons: monks and schoolboys.  Both groups are unsettled by problems created by 

the absence or deficiencies of fathers” (43).  With these different families, 

Dostoevsky emphasizes the necessity of the father-son relationship in various 

spheres—religion, politics, and of course, the home.  In the novel, Zosima acts as 

a father to those in the monastery, and Alyosha acts similarly towards the 

schoolboys.  In nonfictional pieces, Dostoevsky refers to the Tsar as the Father of 

the Russians, and “that the relation of the Russian people to their Tsar-Father is 

lovingly free and without fear” (Frank, The Mantle of the Prophet 481).  All of these 

spheres overlap and interact for Dostoevsky, and the disintegration of the family 

begins with a poor father-child relationship that affects the accord not only 

within the home but also within the rest of society. 

In “Dostoevsky and Parricide,” Sigmund Freud contends that parricide is 

“the principal and primal crime of humanity as well as the individual” (103).  
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According to Freud, each son desires to displace the father, who is a rival for 

him.  He writes, “[T]he boy wants to be in his father’s place because he admires 

him and wants to be like him, and also because he wants to put him out of the 

way” (103).  While Freud’s description of the “Oedipus complex” sounds similar 

to René Girard’s definition of mimetic rivalry, Freud develops his theory 

differently.  The desire to become the father does not stem from the son’s 

mimetic nature but is rooted in a fear of castration.  The father threatens the son’s 

masculinity, so the son must annihilate the obstacle that his father poses.  For 

Freud, the parricide in The Brothers Karamazov is autobiographically confessional 

because Dostoevsky desired to murder his father:  “We can safely say that 

Dostoevsky never got free from the feelings of guilt arising from his intention of 

murdering his father” (106).  According to Freud, Dostoevsky’s fear of his father 

led to sadism, gambling, and even epilepsy, as forms of self-punishment.  

Moreover, Dostoevsky could not escape the political and religious ramifications 

of his complex relationship with his father: first, he submitted entirely to “his 

Little Father, the Tsar” and second, “he wavered [. . .] between faith and 

atheism” (106).  Freud credits Dostoevsky’s great intellect for allowing him the 

possibility of atheism, but ultimately his filial guilt spurred him to become more 

religious.   
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Though Freud’s article is full of shortcomings47, he does astutely connect 

the familial father to its larger significance in the political and religious father.  

Furthermore, Freud shows the primacy of the father in every life.  When The 

Brothers Karamazov existed in planning stages, Dostoevsky referred to it as Fathers 

and Children and titled the intended sequel Children, in which the children 

characters “of the preceding novels would come forward as the main heroes” 

(Frank 518).  Dostoevsky’s final novel, then, in attempting to answer these large 

questions about fathers and children, begins with an assessment of the father. 

Although Fyodor Karamazov is a wretched father in almost every regard, his 

sons nonetheless owe their existence to him.  Indeed, his problematic and non-

exemplary character becomes a paradigm for belief in God the Father whose 

ways, as Isaiah declares, are not our ways, whose thoughts are not our thoughts 

(Isaiah 55:8). 

Though the novel introduces the son Alyosha Karamazov as the subject of 

the first sentence, he is identified by his relationship to Fyodor, and the 

paragraph is then devoted not to the son but to the father.  Dostoevsky’s narrator 

depicts Fyodor as a senseless buffoon “more naïve and simple-hearted” 

(Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 4) than wicked, but nevertheless a neglectful 

father and boastful sensualist.  The narrator addresses the reader, “You can 

easily imagine what a father such a man would be and how he would bring up 

                                                        
47 Frank has an appendix on Freud’s article “Dostoevsky and Parricide,” where he proves 

Freud’s research factually inaccurate about Dostoevsky’s life. 
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his children.  His behavior as a father was exactly what might be expected” (5).  

Fyodor’s fatherhood, or lack thereof, is the starting point of the novel’s conflict.   

After neglecting his first son Dmitry, Fyodor remarries and fathers two 

more children, Ivan and Alyosha, both of whom he characteristically neglects.  

All three children are initially raised by Grigory the servant, until Fyodor’s 

mother-in-law saves Ivan and Alyosha from their dire circumstances.  “Seeing at 

the first glance that they were unwashed and in dirty linen,” she carts the 

children away from Grigory’s care (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 9).  

Grigory considers the children “orphans,” and rightly so since their father 

forgets their existence and easily consents to their removal.  Ivan grows up 

knowing that he and Alyosha “were living not in their own home but on other 

people’s charity, and that their father was a man of whom it was disgraceful to 

speak” (10).  Both boys receive proper care and education from surrogates, but 

during childhood, they never contact their biological father.  The narrator insists, 

“It must be noted that [Ivan] did not even attempt to communicate with his 

father, perhaps from pride, from contempt for him, or perhaps from his cool 

common sense, which told him that from such a father he would get no real 

assistance” (10).  Thus, the Karamazov sons grow up as abandoned children who 

do not respect their neglectful parent.   

As an adult, Ivan suggests in conversation with Alyosha that his rebellion 

against God stems from his neglected childhood.  While Ivan expresses outrage 
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against the suffering of children whom he does not know, these are expressions 

of anger against his father’s betrayal.  Bruss notes:  

Ivan’s rage seems fixed on grievances of early childhood, of a 
helpless child abandoned by his father.  Ivan’s indictment of God, 
the Father, for allowing the torture of children by parents and 
surrogates, expresses Ivan’s preoccupation with infantile 
abandonment in minimally-camouflaged terms.  (53) 

 
He cannot forgive his father for abandoning him; his brand of atheism arises 

from personal injustice.  Although Ivan couches his atheism in theoretical terms, 

it has concrete origin in his personal background.  Ward writes: 

Ivan’s atheism is not merely an abstract, intellectual phenomenon 
but has a personal and spiritual root: th e inability to love his 
father, and furthermore, the desire for retribution against that 
father for his forgetfulness and neglect of Ivan as a child.  (101) 

 
Ivan’s logic would sound something like this:  my own suffering is the result of a 

negligent father; if God is father of all, then the suffering of all is the result of a 

negligent God.  For him, “God the father” induces a negative image, and his 

parricidal desire corresponds with his spiritual rebellion. 

Recent psychological studies support Dostoevsky’s depiction of parricide 

and its offenders’ motivations.  A 2006 issue of Journal of Family Violence reports 

that men represent 90% of parricide offenders, and those who committed 

parricide were “more likely to have had an absent father” (321), much like the 

Karamazov sons.  Also pertinent to Ivan and Smerdyakov, who are the primary 

offenders in their father’s murder, the studies reveal psychological disorders in 

connection with parricide:  
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Adult parricides suffered from a severe psychiatric illness, 
primarily paranoid schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, or 
bipolar mood disorder (with psychosis).  The semiology of their 
offenses often involved delusions of persecution or of grandeur, as 
well as mandatory auditory hallucinations.  (Marleau 323)  

 
Though Dostoevsky creates realism of a higher sort, examining the spiritual 

ramifications of earthly desires and actions, he did not negate the earthly realm 

for the sake of the spiritual.  Dostoevsky consulted doctors when writing his 

novel, careful to portray mental disorders accurately, such as Ivan’s brain fever 

and Smerdyakov’s epilepsy.  These psychological reports evidence Dostoevsky’s 

realistic portrayal of the Karamazov parricide. 

However, the story begins not with Ivan’s or Smerdyakov’s complaints 

against their father, but with Fyodor rivaling Dmitry for the affections of 

Grushenka and the discord climaxing in murderous intent on both sides.  Fyodor 

at one point exclaims to Dmitri, “[I]f you were not my son, I would challenge you 

this instant to a duel” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 64) to which Dmitri 

responds, “Why is such a man alive?” (The Brothers Karamazov 65).  Fyodor and 

Dmitry typify Girard’s mimetic rivalry, which is the source of violence:  “The 

rivalry of father and son implies a strict resemblance.  The son desires what the 

father desires.  The pride of the father thwarts the son and, in so doing, fortifies 

his pride in turn.  Parricide, the crime of the son-slave committed against a tyrant 

father, thus comes into view as the underground tragedy par excellence” (Girard, 

Resurrection from the Underground 115).  When Girard refers to the 

“underground” here, he means Dostoevsky’s underground man who does not 
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live according to his own good but, enslaved to his desires, chooses violence, 

pain, and suffering.  The Russian word for such destructive tendencies against 

oneself is недрыв or “laceration,” a word Dostoevsky uses several times in the 

novel.  Since the father is part of the son, to kill the father is to strike against 

oneself, to lacerate oneself, in a self-hurting that is also a self-justification.   

Dmitry resembles his father, mimicking his sensuality and willfulness.  

While Smerdyakov thinks Ivan most resembles Fyodor, Bruss contends that 

Dostoevsky creates Dmitry more in the image of Fyodor:  only Dmitry’s 

“rashness thus prevents his replicating his father.  He is also prevented by his 

sweetness, and by his criticism of his father in himself” (48).  Dmitry recognizes 

the evil parts of his father that exist within him.  He confesses to Alyosha his 

“Karamazov” desires (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 102), recognizing the 

“inner conflict” between his baseness and his goodness.  He has demanded 

justice from his father several times without receiving it, yet he cannot justify 

killing his father.  After the disgrace at the monastery, he tells Alysoha, “For the 

last time I give him the chance to be a father” (The Brothers Karamazov 109).  Then, 

he states the omitted “or else”: “Perhaps I won’t kill him and perhaps I shall.  I’m 

afraid that he will suddenly be so loathsome to me with his face at that moment” 

(The Brothers Karamazov 110).  This fear looms again when Dmitry hides outside 

Fyodor’s window.  Dmitry knows himself well:  if he murders his father, it will 

be in a momentary rage, not out of revenge or a sense of justice.   
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Though Dmitry is convicted of his father’s murder, he does not kill his 

father.  Dostoevsky heightens the drama by placing Dmitry at the scene where he 

could have struck his father dead, which leaves the outcome initially ambiguous.  

Standing at his father’s window, Dmitry thinks, “There he was, his rival, the man 

who had tormented him, had ruined his life!” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers 

Karamazov 370).  He does not think about his father as the man “who has 

begotten me, loved me, not spared his life for me, grieved over my illnesses from 

childhood up, troubled all his life for my happiness, and has lived in my joys, in 

my successes” (The Brothers Karamazov 704), phrases Dmitry’s defense attorney 

later uses to depict a father.  Despite Fyodor’s lack of parental merit, Dmitry does 

not justify parricide.  Instead, he overcomes his revulsion, crediting God for his 

restraint: “God was watching over me then” (The Brothers Karamazov 370).  

Though Dmitry does not kill his biological father, he does assault his adoptive 

father, Grigory, making himself guilty still of a form of parricide.   

While the plot centers on the three legitimate Karamazov sons, ultimately 

none of them take their father’s life; rather their half-brother Smerdyakov 

commits the parricide. According to Leatherbarrow, Smerdyakov does not bear 

the sole responsibility for murdering his father because the repetition and 

overlaps serve “to establish a character continuum and to bind all to the central 

symbol of parricide” (The Brothers Karamazov 37).  Smerdyakov’s sensuality 

resembles Dmitry, while his intellectualizing mimics Ivan, and his association 

with religious schismatics parodies Alyosha’s devotion to the monastery. 
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Though Dmitry and Alyosha are reflected in Smerdyakov, Ivan bears the greatest 

responsibility. Girard divides the guilt among all the brothers, but particularly 

blames Ivan:  “The four brothers are accomplices in the murder of their father, 

but the guiltiest of all is Ivan, for he is the one who inspires the act of murder.  

The bastard Smerdyakov is the double of Ivan, whom he admires and hates 

passionately” (Resurrection from the Underground 131).  Because Ivan’s theories 

motivate Smerdyakov, he is Ivan’s double.  In front of Grigory, Fyodor, Alyosha, 

and Ivan, Smerdyakov justifies his intention to apostasize if forced.  Even Fyodor 

notices how Smerdyakov seeks Ivan’s approval; he whispers to Ivan, “He wants 

you to praise him. Praise him” (117).  Smerdyakov rejects his foster father’s God, 

convicted of Ivan’s theory that God does not exist. And, after Smerdyakov 

murders Fyodor, he claims that he only acted in accordance with Ivan’s ideas.  

More abandoned and neglected than any of the Karamazov sons, 

Smerdyakov is allegedly Fyodor’s bastard son by Stinking Lizaveta, an ill-kempt 

woman in rags and one of Dostoevsky’s “holy fools.” Grigory recognizes how 

Smerdyakov “has come from the devil’s son and a holy innocent” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 89).  He is thus an incongruous mix of good and evil.  His 

parents represent two oppositional models.  Unfortunately, his holy mother has 

died, which leaves him with only Fyodor as an exemplar. Bruss indicates, 

“Fyodor Karamazov provides no model which a son might use to temper his 

desire and identify himself as a fulfillment and extension of his parents [. . .].  
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Fyodor is an extension, or mutation, of previous literary Oedipal villains48” (45).  

Bruss’ allusion to Oedipus underscores the dire fate of Smerdyakov.  If 

Smerdyakov models Fyodor, he will become an extension of his blasphemous 

father.   

Like Dmitry, Smerdyakov also has a foster father in Grigory. Grigory had 

previously failed at caring properly for his first child, whom he calls a “dragon” 

because of its physical deformity.  This suffering child Grigory refuses to 

embrace.  After it dies un-christened, Grigory begins reading Lives of Saints and 

“was fond of the book of Job, and had somehow got hold of a copy of the saying 

and sermons of ‘the God-fearing Father Isaac the Syrian,’ which he read 

persistently for years together, understanding very little of it, but perhaps 

prizing it and loving it the more for that” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 

86).  Job reappears in Zosima’s hagiography as representative of the correct 

response to affliction, and Issac the Syrian’s writings will appear again on 

Smerdyakov’s table the night before he commits suicide.  In this description, 

Dostoevsky’s narrator highlights Grigory’s developing faith.  These two works 

indicate a proper response to suffering.  Thus, after his initial failure to accept 

unexplainable deformity, Grigory converts to a stronger faith. In imitation of 

God the Father, he adopts another afflicted child—Smerdyakov.  When Grigory 

discovers Lizaveta’s child, he declares, “A child of God—an orphan is akin to all 

[. . .] and to us above others.  Our little lost one has sent us this, who has come 
                                                        

48 In addition to Oedipus himself, Bruss mentions Hamlet. 
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from the devil’s son and a holy innocent” (The Brothers Karamazov 89).  Here, 

Grigory foreshadows Zosima’s call that all are responsible.  He embraces the 

abanoned child in replacement for the child he rejected.  Unfortunately, this new 

son Smerdyakov despises not only his adopted father Grigory, but also his 

biological father Fyodor, whom he eventually murders.   

More than the other sons, Smerdyakov experiences abandonment because 

his father Fyodor denies paternity.  For all of his initial intention to care for 

Smerdyakov, Grigory often grows frustrated with the demonic tendencies of the 

youth, who “was very fond of hanging cats, and burying them with great 

ceremony” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 112).  Though killing the cats is a 

depraved action, Smerdyakov seems to counter this viciousness with funeral 

services.  In burying these animals, he imitates a priest.  The two extreme actions 

exemplify the war within his soul between his destructive and pious nature.  As 

Smerdyakov ages, he becomes contemplative, and the narrator declares that such 

contemplation might result in a pilgrimage to Jerusalem “for his soul’s salvation, 

or perhaps he will suddenly set fire to his native village, and perhaps do both” 

(The Brothers Karamazov 115).  The propensity to imitate both God and Satan is 

heightened in Smerdyakov, forcing him into an unnatural position.  Even his 

foster father calls him a monster and asks, “Are you a human being?” (112).  Part 

demon and part angel, Smerdyakov resembles Shakespeare’s Caliban or 

Frankenstein’s monster.  After reading Paradise Lost, Frankenstein’s monster 

identifies with Milton’s Satan because he conceives of himself as un-fathered.  
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Similarly, rejected by his father and thus conceiving of himself without a father, 

Smerdyakov devolves into satanic imitation.   

When Smerdyakov first speaks as an adult, he publicly renounces the faith 

of his foster father and amuses his biological father with his carefully reasoned 

dismissal of divine mystery.  At dinner, Grigory has recounted the martyrdom of 

a Russian soldier who did not renounce Christianity and was subsequently 

“tortured, flayed alive, and died, praising and glorifying Christ” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 115).  Fyodor mocks such a story, advising that monks 

should hang up the soldier’s skin to draw in paying visitors.  After Fyodor’s 

scoffing, Smerdyakov grins, and Fyodor anxiously desires to know the reason 

behind this gesture.  Smerdyakov reasons that the young man’s sacrifice was 

useless; he could have denied Christ and spent the rest of his life expiating his 

cowardice.  Reasoning that his vocal denunciation would not be a lie because he 

had already denounced Christ in his thoughts, and then he could not be held 

accountable.  He questions, “So why should I let them flay the skin off me as 

well, and to no good purpose?” (The Brothers Karamazov 119).  Moreover, 

Smerdyakov reasons that only a couple of ascetic monks in the world have the 

faith to move mountains, so surely God would not blame those who try to move 

mountains but cannot and thus succumb to doubt.  In his over-rationalized 

approach to understanding suffering and faith, Smerdyakov mirrors Ivan. 

However, what is a question of life and death for Ivan is a game for Smerdyakov.  
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When confronted with reality, both Ivan’s and Smerdyakov’s 

rationalizations are undone.  Bruss reveals how their arguments turn against 

themselves:  

[I]f there is no God—that is, if there is no consciousness of the 
father—then everything is permitted, including parricide.  But if 
there is no father, there can be no parricide.  And if there has been 
parricide—if someone has acted as if everything is permitted—then 
there had to be a real father, and everything may not be permitted.  
(55) 

 
With this mind-boggling logical game terrorizing them, Smerdyakov and Ivan 

suffer inner turmoil in the face of Fyodor’s death.  Smerdyakov begins reading 

the sermons of Isaac the Syrian, revealing a potential return to his adopted father 

Grigory’s faith.  However, such a possibility seems short-lived for he 

subsequently hangs himself.  

In his final interview with Ivan, Smerdyakov repeatedly condemns Ivan 

for the murder and reduces his own role to that of a mere instrument in Ivan’s 

hand.  He insists, “[You] are still responsible for it all [. . .].  [Y]ou are the only 

real murderer in the whole affair, and sir, and I am not the real murderer, though 

I did kill him.  You are the rightful murderer” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers 

Karamazov 594).  When Smerdyakov describes how he killed the old man, he does 

so not only in the presence of Ivan but also before a third person in the room, 

“God Himself” (The Brothers Karamazov 591).  Whether he calls on this presence 

as a witness to his side or the judge against Ivan, Smerdyakov does not jest when 

he admits the reality of this third party.  However, Alyosha also calls upon this 
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third person to acquit Ivan.  Although Ivan desired his father’s death, as did 

Dmitry, neither Ivan nor Dmitry actually killed their father.  Alyosha tries to 

impress this upon Ivan by repeating, “It was not you who killed father, not you!” 

(The Brothers Karamazov 569), and he claims God sent him to tell Ivan this 

message49.   

Despite Alyosha’s words, Ivan acknowledges his complicity in his father’s 

murder, declares himself the murderer, and then sinks into madness.  Alyosha 

attempts to save his brother Ivan by proclaiming Ivan’s legal innocence, which 

does not, however, absolve Ivan of spiritual culpability.  Ivan cannot overcome 

the overwhelming remorse he feels for the parricide.  When he confesses his 

complicity to the courtroom, they condemn him as “mad.” Albert Camus notes 

the irony that Ivan’s “rebellion of reason culminates in madness” (The Rebel 61).  

The problem, as Camus states it, is in the contradiction between theory and 

reality.  Camus describes the confrontation between theory and reality in an 

anecdote about his father who attended the execution of a man who slaughtered 

a family of farmers.  While the execution theoretically seemed just, his father 

could not stomach it; he returns home and vomits at his bedside.  Camus writes,  

He had just discovered the reality hidden under the noble phrases 
with which it was masked.  Instead of thinking of the slaughtered 
children, he could think of nothing but that quivering body that 

                                                        
49 Alyosha twice credits God for this message to Ivan, and the narrator affirms it: “Yet 

[Alyosha] was speaking now, as it were, not of himself, not of his own will, but obeying some 
irresistible command” (The Brothers Karamzov 570). This transcendent source is most probably not 
demonic because Alyosha has already gone through his “crucible of doubt” after the Elder’s 
death and been purged of his earlier, naïve self.  
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had just been dropped onto a board to have its head cut off.  
(Resistance, Rebellion, and Death 175) 

 
In other words, the theory that everything is permissible will be troublesome to 

those who live by its dictates.  Dostoevsky reveals similar inconsistencies in Ivan, 

as Camus observes:  “The man who could not understand how one could love 

one’s neighbor cannot understand either how one can kill him” (The Rebel 59).  

Ralph Wood echoes this observation, “Dostoevsky shows that [Ivan’s] nihilism, 

while thinkable, is not liveable” (Flannery O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South 

196).  The contradiction between his theory and reality drives Ivan to madness.   

The parricide occurred because Smerdyakov acted in accord with Ivan’s 

moral theory, and in the courtroom, the attorney Fetyukovich justifies such a 

murder according to the same standards.  The defense attorney mimics Ivan’s 

“rationalism and an appeal to a sentimental humanitarianism, deriving from 

Christian principles” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 697), though he abuses 

these Christian principles, as Joseph Frank notes.  Fetyukovich separates 

compassion from Christ, in the same manner as Ivan has: “[I]f we want to be 

humane—Christian, in fact—we must, and ought to, act only upon convictions 

justified by reason and experience, which have been passed through the crucible 

of analysis” (The Brothers Karamazov 708).  All human motivation is reduced to 

what is reasonable, and Scriptures are manipulated to support humans’ rational 

arguments.  To indict Fyodor, and by implication to exonerate Dmitry, 
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Fetyukovich quotes Paul’s instruction (Ephesians 6:4, Colossians 3:21) for fathers 

not to exasperate their children, distorting the New Testament for his own ends. 

Furthermore, Fetyukovich redefines “father” and “parricide” to justify 

Dmitry’s actions.  Fetyukovich attempts to pull down heavenly truth to the 

earthly plane to be evaluated.  A father must be worthy of the word; he must be 

able to answer his child’s question, “Why should I love you?” (Dostoevsky, The 

Brothers Karamazov 708).  According to Ward and Kroeker: 

Fetyukovich here puts not only Fyodor but fatherhood itself on trial 
(using language similar to that in Ivan’s ‘Rebellion’ against God’s 
world).  He justifies a lie in the soul in order to hide real guilt.  
Definitions of parricide and murder as well as moral norms 
governing filial and familial relations, are matters of social 
convention, and therefore must be justified rationally within the 
terms of this world.  (207) 

 
Ivan asks Fetyukovich’s question of God, and “in the absence of a rationally 

satisfactory answer he turns his back on God, just as he also turns his back on his 

earthly father” (Leatherbarrow, The Brothers Karamazov 35).  When Ivan questions 

God about the tortured children, he refuses to hear God’s answer.  Instead, he 

believes in a silent Christ.  Similarly, Ivan deems his father incapable of 

answering his protests against him, so he rejects him as well.  

Dostoevsky relates this same question to an unidentified mother (March 

27, 1878), cautioning her that if her child asks this question, there is no correct 

answer.  So, Dostoevsky advises, “You must ensure that he never comes to you 

with such a question.  And this will only be possible if he loves you directly and 

spontaneously, so that there is no way the question can enter his head” (qtd. in 
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Leatherbarrow, The Brothers Karamazov 15).  For Dostoevsky, this question only 

arises when parents mistreat their children.  Several biographies portray 

Dostoevsky’s father as a monster who mistreated his son.  Even if he was not this 

monster, he was, according to Frank, “a stern, harsh, exactingly censorious task-

master, quite unforgiving of any human weakness and error” (The Mantle of the 

Prophet 247).  Though he encouraged his children’s education and moral 

development, and he provided Dostoevsky with enough sacred memories, his 

figure looms ominously over Dostoevsky.  Leatherbarrow writes, “[H]is father’s 

death lay like a shadow over the rest of Dostoyevsky’s life, compelling him to 

question the nature of his feelings for a possibly unlovable father, and stirring 

sensations of filial guilt and responsibility” (The Brothers Karamazov 14).  Whether 

or not Dostoevsky suffered parricidal desire toward his father, as Freud suggests, 

he did question whether his father deserved his love.  

Dostoevsky doted on his own children, never desiring to hear 

Fetyukovich’s question asked of him.  Each evening he dined with his children, 

told them fairy tales, and blessed them before bed with the Lord’s prayer.  On his 

death bed, he requested that “the parable of the Prodigal Son be read to the 

children,” and he advised them “to trust God as their Father, plead with Him for 

forgiveness, and be certain that He would rejoice in their repentance, just as the 

father had done on the return of the Prodigal Son” (The Mantle of the Prophet 748).  

Dostoevsky’s final words are from a father to his children in imitation of the 

Father and of the Son. 
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III.  Parricide in O’Connor’s Stories 

When Dostoevsky died, he reminded his children that their father would 

always love them, embracing his children even beyond death.  As an only child 

without children of her own, O’Connor focuses more on the children than on the 

parents.  The characters in O’Connor’s stories seem like Ivan’s surrogate 

children, more than Fyodor’s.  The parricidal desire of Ivan has bred more 

spiritual parricide and physical violence, so that brothers attack each other, 

parents disown their children, and grandfathers kill their grandchildren50.  These 

constitute the next Karamazovian generation, those raised under the death of 

God, in families unaware of the nihilistic gas they breathe.51  

In many of O’Connor’s stories, the children blatantly disregard the 

parents, disrespecting what they deem supercilious faith and outdated reliance 

on manners and decorum.  O’Connor’s stories are peppered with these 

inconsistent parents and “free-thinking” children.  Ralph Wood connects 

O’Connor’s emphasis on familial relationship to Dostoevsky:  

O’Connor may have come to understand the theological quality of 
the parent-child relationship through her reading of Dostoevsky.   

                                                        
50 In addition to being spiritual more than physical, the parricide in O’Connor’s fiction is 

often directed more towards the mothers than the fathers. Perhaps this difference is rooted in the 
biographies of the authors—Dostoevsky struggled with his father while O’Connor lost her father 
at a young age and was raised by her mother.  The struggles between father and son, fathers and 
daughters, mothers and sons, and mothers and daughters differ in more ways than the scope of 
this dissertation can explore.  For a stronger examination of the father-daughter relationship in 
Southern fiction, see Patricia Yaeger and Beth Kowaleski-Wallace’s Refiguring the Father. 

51 In an August 28, 1955 letter to Elizabeth Hester, O’Connor writes, “[I]f you live today 
you breathe in nihilism. In or out of the Church, it’s the gas you breathe” (The Habit of Being 97).  
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For him, it is the primal relationship:  our regard for our parents is 
the most fundamental index of our moral and religious character.  
(Flannery O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South 211) 

 
The children’s disregard for their parents and arrogant insistence on being self-

begotten, autonomous agents seems inherited from the Karamazovs.  Rather 

than physical parricide, most commonly these children participate in spiritual 

parricide, their hate for their parents stewing inside of them.  However, this hate 

often rises to the surface, resulting in violence, even in an actual parricide.  

When O’Connor was only a teenager, her father Edward died of lupus.  

Gooch observes that the surplus of widows and orphans in her fiction “implies a 

missing husband and father.  O’Connor’s two novels, and many of her stories, 

are filled with the eraser marks of all these dead fathers” (71).  Since their 

absence is not volitional, the absent fathers in O’Connor’s fiction do not suggest 

neglect.  Moreover, O’Connor does not connect her missing father with an absent 

God, but the missing fathers in her stories do represent the absence of any valid 

authority.  A fatherless world resembles a godless one.  

Often characters reflect on their missing fathers with satisfaction, as 

though freed from an undesirable burden.  Asbury in the “Enduring Chill” loses 

his father at a young age, an event he considers “a great blessing [. . .].  [H]e 

knew he would not have been able to stomach him.  He had read some of his 

correspondence and had been appalled by its stupidity” (O’Connor, Collected 

Works 554).  Asbury reflects the same pride and antagonism towards his mother 

as well.  In “The Comforts of Home” Thomas has inherited such resentment 
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towards his mother from his father.  Though “he had not been able to endure [his 

father] in life,” Thomas knows “[the] old man would have had none of this 

foolishness [of Thomas’s mother]” (Collected Works 577).  His father would have 

enforced his will upon the mother, and Thomas attempts to do the same, though 

his sonship should compel submission.  Thomas thinks that he “inherited his 

father’s reason without his ruthlessness and his mother’s love of good without 

her tendency to pursue it” (Collected Works 577).  However, Thomas has inherited 

his father’s ruthlessness, but without his mother’s active love. In an unplanned 

parricide, he kills her. 

O’Connor had a complex relationship with her mother that is often 

misconstrued by critics.  When critics examine the relationship between parents 

and children in O’Connor’s fiction, they draw a biographical connection.  One of 

the earliest critics of O’Connor, Josephine Hendin, visited Regina Cline 

O’Connor in Milledgeville less than five years after O’Connor’s death.  She 

perceives Regina as a stifling influence that caged O’Connor in a monotonous 

farm life and a charade of Southern gentility:  

The fiction O’Connor lived had its roots in that Southern need to do 
pretty regardless of what you feel, and in her own remarkable 
ability to divorce behavior from feeling and even to conceal feelings 
from herself. (13) 

 
For the greatness of O’Connor’s fiction, Hendin credit a supposed, suppressed 

rage in O’Connor against her surroundings and most specifically, against her 

mother.  
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 When Hendin analyzes O’Connor’s stories, she seems determined to 

unearth evidence against Regina for crippling O’Connor. She writes: 

“[O’Connor] often presents her mothers from the point of view of a helpless 

child to whom they seem superhuman and omnipotent” (99).  These passive 

children include Asbury Fox, Thomas, and Julian, sons who actively hurt or even 

kill their mothers. Hendin saw the actions of these children as O’Connor’s way of 

acting out against her mother, rebelling through her fiction. According to 

Hendin, 

[W]hat emerges most powerfully from her work is not the moral 
that it is wrong to want to destroy your parents. What explodes 
from these stories is the sheer agony of confronting a mother whose 
insensitivity renders you furious and whose politeness makes you 
impotent. (99) 

 
In addition to lacking any sensitivity, Hendin’s analysis lacks sufficient evidence. 

She conjectures that O’Connor acts out a resentment that even she was unaware 

of.  

Brad Gooch offers a more balanced reading of O’Connor’s mother.  He 

softens the harsh depictions:  

Regina was both a godsend and a challenge for the daughter she 
persisted in calling ‘Mary Flannery.’ Having matured from a 
comely Southern belle into a feisty, formidable widow, with a 
straight back, sharp nose, small chin, and enormous black eyes, she 
countered Flannery’s near silence with endless garrulousness, and 
a zest for money making [. . .].  She was also an ideal nurse and 
caretaker, but, at times, as trying a companion for Flannery as she 
had been for Edward [her husband].  (197) 
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That Regina may have been a taxing presence does not mean that she was not 

also a godsend.  Gooch proposes that Regina needed to manage the farm and to 

pinch pennies in order to provide properly for O’Connor in her declining health.  

Though Gooch describes Regina as a petite villain in appearance, he recognizes 

the goodness in her domineering tendencies, quoting an O’Connor friend’s 

assessment, “Regina was a tyrant—though a beloved one” (197).  Whether In any 

case, she should not be conflated with the mother characters in O’Connor’s 

stories.  Freudian readings of O’Connor’s work may be appropriate considering 

how closely the parent-child relationships in O’Connor’s stories mimic her 

relationship with her mother, yet Wood indicates that insofar as “O’Connor’s 

stories are in fact confessional, the chief target of her satire is surely the 

ungrateful sons and daughters, not their well-meaning mothers” (Flannery 

O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South 211).  

“Everything that Rises Must Converge” offers an example of how a child’s 

arrogance develops into spiritual parricide.  Though neither Julian nor his 

mother is without fault, he exhibits a vicious parricidal desire that concludes in 

his mother’s mental degeneration.  As with many of O’Connor’s main characters, 

Julian has a false sense of his own importance based on blindness to his own 

limitations.  In listing the ways that his mother sacrificed herself for him, Julian 

betrays his arrogance:  

What she meant when she said she had won was that she had 
brought him up successfully and had sent him to college and that 
he had turned out so well—good looking (her teeth had gone 
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unfilled so that his could be straightened), intelligent (he realized 
he was too intelligent to be a success), and with a future ahead of 
him (there was of course no future ahead of him).  (Collected Works 
491) 

 
The mother has shown active love towards Julian by sacrificing her own needs 

for his needs, yet he refuses to accept such love.  In return for her sacrifices, he 

attempts “to break her spirit,” to make himself a so-called “martyr” to her 

repression, and ironically, “to teach her a lesson” about her self-righteousness 

(Collected Works 489, 486, 493).   

 Like other characters previously mentioned, Julian misconstrues the 

relationships between love and reason, self and other, freedom and authority.  

He thinks to himself, “Most miraculous of all, instead of being blinded by love 

for her as she was for him, he had cut himself emotionally free of her and could 

see her with complete objectivity.  He was not dominated by his mother” 

(Collected Works 492).  Julian favors his ability to rationally and objectively judge 

his mother over her ability to love him without judgment.  He misunderstands 

that whereas her love allows her to view him as a person, his emotional distance 

reduces her to an object.  Moreover, he frees himself from what he considers her 

domination, which has consisted of her selflessly sacrificing for him.  More than 

Julian’s intellectual arrogance, his self-importance has caused him to spurn his 

mother.  

 Julian has inverted their roles and subsumed his mother’s authority.  He 

treats her as though she is the child and he is the parent, but for him, this 
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relationship includes debasing rather than serving the other.  When his mother 

offends a Negro woman by offering a penny to the woman’s son, the woman 

knocks her down.  Julian responds with hatred: “You got exactly what you 

deserved” (Collected Works 499).  He acts as though he taught his mother this 

lesson, as though he triumphed in her fall.  He admonishes her for her 

foolishness, “I hate to see you behave like this. [. . .]  Just like a child.  I should 

expect more of you” (499).  Then he looks into her face, and he receives his 

“lesson,” for staring back at him is “a face he had never seen before” (499).  His 

mother has had a stroke.  Only after he witnesses her suffering does Julian 

recognize his guilt: “The tide of darkness seemed to sweep him back to her, 

postponing from moment to moment his entry into the world of guilt and 

sorrow” (499).  The story ends with the adult child reproached indirectly by his 

dying parent.   

Because he assumes that he has outgrown her through his education, 

Julian disapproves of his mother, and in The Violent Bear It Away, Rayber harbors 

a similar arrogance against his uncle Mason.  First, O’Connor introduces Mason 

and Rayber by familial affiliation rather than by name, an identification that 

stresses the importance of the bond.  While Mason is introduced as a prophet 

and Tarwater’s savior, Rayber is introduced as a deceiver who “had secretly been 

making a study” of Mason “under the name of Charity” (Collected Works 331).  

Although modern readers associate charity with the American Red Cross, it is 

the highest Christian virtue.  Charity is “Christian love: a word representing 
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caritas” from the New Testament (OED).  Rayber deceived his uncle with official 

and patronizing charity, and discovering Rayber’s deception, Mason quits his 

nephew’s home.  The two are never reconciled.   

Rayber misuses the word “charity” because he has detached the word 

from its source in Christ.  For Rayber, as for Ivan, Christ is either merely spirit or 

merely human, and thus ineffective for salvation.  If merely human, then Christ 

cannot provide immortal life, and if merely spirit, Rayber advises Tarwater to be 

“born again the natural way—through your own efforts.  Your intelligence” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 195).  Intelligence, according to Rayber, has a greater 

salvific power than Christ’s incarnation and sacrifice.  As he explains to the 

youth, “A dead man is not going to do you any good, don’t you know that?” 

(395). The “dead man” he refers to is himself: when Mason kidnaps Tarwater, 

Rayber attempts to retrieve him, only to be blasted by his uncle’s warning shots, 

one of which deafens him.  When Tarwater questions Rayber’s dedication to him, 

Rayber admits that he did not see the point in sacrificing his life for the boy: “I’m 

no fool.  I don’t believe in senseless sacrifice” (Collected Works 395).  What Rayber 

does not believe in is self-sacrifice, either his own nor Christ’s. 

When Rayber was a child, Mason taught him about Christ.  Mason 

explains to Tarwater that Rayber even fled home at one point “to hear more 

about God his father, more about Jesus Christ Who had died to redeem him and 

more of the Truth I could tell him” (O’Connor, Collected Works 371).  Rayber’s 

parents had been rational atheists who disapproved of Mason’s teaching.  
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Rayber’s father forces Rayber to “choose between him and Jesus as his real 

father.”52  Here, Rayber’s father conflates Rayber’s love for Mason with a love for 

Jesus, creating the rivalry between Rayber’s biological father and Jesus.  

According to Mason, “[Rayber] loved me like a daddy and he was ashamed of 

it!” (Collected Works 375).  However, Rayber loses his childlike faith and love for 

Mason as his parents form him into the mold of their extreme rationalism.   

In the same way that Rayber once fled back to Mason, Harry Ashfield 

from O’Connor’s story “The River” tries to recapture the faith he discovers 

outside his parents’ home.  Like Rayber’s inattentive parents, Harry’s parents do 

not show him love.  Bieber Lake contends, “Harry’s parents could have taught 

him God’s love through their love, but instead he has to leave the ‘ashfield’ of his 

home to look for it” (114).  Under the guidance of his evangelical Christian 

babysitter, Harry visits a preacher Bevel Summers, who baptizes him in the river.  

The preacher informs him that he’ll be “washed in the river of suffering” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 165).  Bevel refers to Harry as “son,” and Harry even 

calls himself “Bevel,” taking the preacher’s name for himself.  This father figure 

redeems the idea of “father” for the little boy, whose parents party all night and 

neglect him all day.  For Bevel, a.k.a Harry, the baptismal transformation is from 

a suffering child to one who “counts” (Collected Works 165).  When Harry wakes 

the next morning to half-inebriated, self-absorbed parents, he decides to return to 

                                                        
52 179b. pp 9-11, working draft, T. em O’Connor, T, i. (Driggers, Dunn and Gordon 95) 
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“the deep river of life” (165), in which he consequentially drowns.  The desires 

on which Harry acts illuminate the potential desires of the young Rayber.   

In contrast to Harry, Rayber suppresses those childhood desires within 

himself, striving to destroy rather than to receive life.  He tries to kill Bishop, “the 

one who bears the likeness of Christ most fully in The Violent Bear It Away” (12), 

according to Gary Ciuba.  O’Connor intended this innocent child to be a Christ 

figure in the novel53, so Rayber’s attempted fratricide appears to be a potential 

deicide.  Moreover, Rayber tries to annihilate and replace Mason, who 

nonetheless possesses a lingering grip on Tarwater’s consciousness.  The 

parricidal desire within Tarwater to destroy Mason increases as Rayber attempts 

to become father to Tarwater.  Though Rayber and Tarwater physically look like 

each other, Tarwater resembles Mason in speech and action.  After all, Mason 

raised him.  In earlier manuscripts, Rayber is actually young Tarwater’s 

biological father54, but in the published edition, Rayber only calls himself the 

boy’s father.  He tells the boy, “You have a father,” implying himself, to which 

Tarwater responds, “I ain’t ast for no father” (106).  Tarwater has inherited the 

parricidal desire of Rayber, yet he unexpectedly turns it against Rayber.   

Rayber wants Tarwater to reject every authority, except his own.  He 

advises the boy to think for himself, but what he really desires is for Tarwater to 

                                                        
53 “In my novel I have a child—the schoolteacher’s boy—whom I am to have a kind of 

Christ image” (The Habit of Being 191).  

54 183b. pp 75-77, working draft, T. em O’C, T, 21. (Driggers, Dunn and Gordon 100) 
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replicate his way of thinking.  As a child, Whittaker Chambers recalls this same 

inconsistency in his mother’s teaching.  He recounts a moment when she was 

trimming the crust off of a pie, as he rambled about “when God made the 

world.” This innocuous phrase causes his non-religious mother to pause her pie-

making and scold him: “You must learn to think for yourself.  You must keep an 

open mind and not accept other people’s opinions.  The world was formed by 

gases cooling in space” (116-117).  While the mother chastises Chambers for his 

belief in God and advises him to think for himself, she ultimately pushes him to 

adopt her beliefs.  He writes: 

What impressed me was that [her statement] was an opinion, too, 
since other people believed something else.  Then, why had my 
mother told me what to think?  Clearly, if the open mind was open 
[. . .] truth was simply a question of which opening you preferred.  
In effect, the open mind was always closed at one end.  (117) 

 
Chambers’ anecdote would make great fodder for an O’Connor story; it already 

possesses a prime ingredient—the parent who ironically exposes her 

inconsistency before her child.  His mother’s inconsistency represents a modern 

conundrum for parents: they want their children to reject all previous authority, 

primarily God’s authority, yet they want obedient children who agree with their 

parent’s conclusions about the world.  When Chambers’ mother instructed him 

to think for himself, she did not expect that such thoughts would renounce her 

own.   

However, if children are encouraged to reject authority and live 

autonomously, they will reject even their parents’ authority, a truth Mr. Fortune 
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learns in “A View of the Woods.”  Unlike O’Connor’s usual old men, Mr. 

Fortune represents the voice of modern progress.  When his daughter’s family 

moves onto a piece of his property, he adopts one of the children as his own.  

Mary Fortune “looked like her grandfather” and “was like him on the inside too.  

She had, to a singular degree, his intelligence, strong will, and his push and 

drive” (O’Connor, Collected Works 525-526).  Because of their similarities, the 

grandfather adopts Mary Fortune and makes her sole beneficiary of his will.  Mr. 

Fortune encourages Mary’s rejection of authority, except when it rebuffs him.  

For instance, early in the story, the little girl walks dangerously near an 

embankment, but the grandfather’s caution goes unheeded.  Though he tries, she 

ignores him: “She had a habit of his of not hearing what she didn’t want to hear 

and since this was a little trick he had taught her himself, he had to admire the 

way she practiced it” (Collected Works 529).  Despite his supposed admiration of 

her obstinacy, he still threatens her with a whipping if she does not mind him.  

The threat is powerless since “he had never whipped her” (Collected Works 529).  

Their rivalry climaxes in the story when he tries to whip her for the first time.   

Though named for him and the beneficiary of his will, Mary Fortune 

remains loyal to her family, a loyalty unobserved and denied by Mr. Fortune.  

When Mr. Fortune decides to sell the land where Mary’s father, Mr. Pitts, grazes 

his cattle, Mary’s family is threatened.  Loyal to her biological father, Mary 

Fortune Pitts grows increasingly angry towards her grandfather, who has always 

acted as a father toward her.  When he exclaims, “Are you a Fortune [. . .] or are 
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you a Pitts?  Make up your mind,” she retorts, “I’m Mary—Fortune—Pitts,” 

claiming both names (Collected Works 541).  Yet the rivalry intensifies after he 

sells the property and threatens to whip her.  He has created a hellion, who, in 

accordance with his teachings, will not submit.  She flies at him, biting, flailing, 

and kicking: “The old man looked up into his own image.  It was triumphant and 

hostile” (545).  Mr. Fortune recognizes his own rebellion turning against him, 

and he will not be overcome.  Though he has taught her autonomy, it has 

instigated her parricidal desire, which Mr. Fortune subsequently overcomes with 

greater violence.  Grabbing his granddaughter by the throat, he beats her head 

into a rock and then stares “at his conquered image” (545).  Yet the grandfather 

has conquered nothing, for by murdering his granddaughter, he has destroyed 

his progeny.  Josephine Hendin writes, “The child is Mr. Fortune’s double made 

of his own clay. […] She is his granddaughter, named after his mother, who died 

in childbirth” (109).  In killing his granddaughter, the image of his mother and of 

himself, the grandfather commits several forms of homicide. 

“A View of the Woods” illustrates that prolicide and suicide may be 

intimately connected.  Progeny stem from the self and reflect that self in another, 

so that to kill one’s descendants is to kill part of the self.  Moreover, parricide 

connects with suicide because to kill the source of one’s self is to annihilate the 

self.  Girard notes, “Because father and son are, in a sense, identical, parricide is 

simultaneously murder and suicide.  In origin the two crimes are not 
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differentiated” (Resurrection from the Underground 115).  This connection partially 

elucidates why Smerdyakov commits suicide after he commits parricide.   

In O’Connor’s stories, deicide perpetuates this other form of homicide.  

For instance, in “The Lame Shall Enter First,” when the father Sheppard rejects 

his son Norton, the son seeks to join his mother—in heaven.  Sheppard has 

ignored his son and rejected him ever since the “adoption” of Rufus Johnson, a 

juvenile delinquent whom Sheppard tries to reform.  Johnson has a clubfoot, 

which Sheppard attempts to correct with a new shoe.  Since he blames this 

deformity for Johnson’s criminal behavior, he hopes that rectifying it will 

transform Johnson.  Like Ivan and Rayber who desire to alleviate suffering in the 

world, Sheppard desires to accomplish this task by improving Johnson.  

Sheppard exhibits theoretical love towards Johnson, despite his attempts to 

undertake good deeds for the teen.  He never truly sees the boy for who he is, he 

only sees what he wants to see.  Only when Sheppard’s attempts to correct 

Johnson fail does Sheppard realize how he has neglected his real son.   

Because Sheppard exhibits “love in dreams,” especially in his relationship 

to Johnson, he neglects his own son, causing Norton to suffer alone.  Norton’s 

mother has died a year before, and Sheppard offers him no solace:  “She doesn’t 

exist.  [. . .] That’s all I have to give you” (Collected Works 612).  Not believing in 

the immortality of the soul, Sheppard cannot console his son with “fantasies” 

about heaven.  On the other hand, Johnson informs Norton that his mother is “in 

the sky somewhere […] but you got to be dead to get there” (Collected Works 612).  
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Sheppard does not recognize his son’s need for comfort, but he uses this moment 

to encourage Johnson toward space travel.  At the end of the story, Johnson is 

arrested and Sheppard realizes that he has ignored his real son.  Bieber Lake 

writes, “[Sheppard] finally understands that he needs to give himself instead of 

abstract ideas.  But it comes too late” (112).  As Sheppard runs to Norton’s room, 

he promises to “never let [Norton] suffer again” and to “be mother and father” to 

the boy (Collected Works 632).  However, Norton has already sought the comfort 

of his mother in the arms of death:  he has “launched his flight into space” on a 

noose (Collected Works 632).  By not actively loving his son, Sheppard indirectly 

causes Norton’s self-inflicted death. 

While the parents such as Sheppard want to produce children who are 

successful, well-educated exemplars in society, they do not provide good models 

for their children. Sheppard, for instance, wants his son to accomplish good 

deeds in the world:  “All he wanted for the child was that he be good and 

unselfish and neither seemed likely” (Collected Works 595).  However, Sheppard 

is neither good nor unselfish towards his son. O’Connor indicates a conflict in 

the story between the good intentions, or theoretical ambitions, of Sheppard and 

his failure to act on them (September 6, 1962): “‘The Lame Shall Enter First’ is 

about a man who thought he was good and thought he was doing good when he 

wasn’t” (The Habit of Being 490).  O’Connor sympathizes with Sheppard; he 

attempts to love yet he loves only in dreams.  If his son were more like Rufus, he 

thinks, he could love him more. 
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Mrs. May deceives herself in a similar way—if her sons were only like the 

Greenleaf boys, she could love them more. O’Connor juxtaposes the Mays, a 

single-mother household, with the Greenleafs, a white-trash family. Mrs. May 

has raised her sons herself—the father seems absent from the family’s identity, 

though Mrs. May briefly mentions her husband.  Her sons are too proud to care 

even about her welfare.  They scoff at honest work:  “neither of them cared what 

happened on the place” (Collected Works 504), and they laugh at their mother, 

condescendingly calling her “Sweetheart” and “Sugarpie,” sentimental terms of 

false endearment.  She constantly threatens them with her approaching death, 

anxious about what her children will do with her property, the legacy of her 

hard work.  Her son Wesley coldly informs her, “I wouldn’t milk a cow to save 

your soul from hell” (Collected Works 510).  The verb often used by the narrator to 

describe the sons’ actions is “hate,” and much of their hate centers on their 

family.  Denying her authority, denying even her paternity, Wesley says to his 

brother, “[N]either you nor me is her boy” (Collected Works 517), at which she 

flees the room, wishing that the Greenleafs were her children. 

In contrast to Mr. Greenleaf’s boys, Mrs. May’s sons are failures:  her first 

son Wesley is an intellectual with a heart condition, so he could not serve in the 

army, and her other son Scofield did not care, so he never advanced past Private 

First Class.  Both sons live at home, hating their lives, though they are not 

diligent enough to improve themselves or their situations.  Mrs. May 

uncharitably devalues the accomplishments of Mr. Greenleaf’s twin sons: “The 
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smartest thing they had done was to get sent overseas. [. . .]  They had both 

managed to get wounded [in the war]” (Collected Works 508).  When Mrs. May 

delineates their accomplishments, such as rising in the ranks of the army, 

marrying French wives, graduating from the university, buying homes and a 

dairy farm, and raising children, she sees these as the result of mere luck.  Mrs. 

May refuses to acknowledge the connection between the way she has raised her 

sons and their adulthood.  While her sons reject her, she too has denied them. 

In “The Artificial Nigger” Mr. Head horrifies his grandson Nelson when 

he denies their relationship.  Throughout the story, the two characters have been 

competing for authority.  The narrator introduces their trip to the city through a 

disagreement:  “This would be the boy’s first trip to the city though he claimed it 

would be his second because he was born there” (Collected Works 211).  Mr. Head 

tries to point out to the boy how irrational he is being, to no avail.  The two 

exasperate each other in a struggle for power.  After wandering aimlessly in the 

city, Mr. Head aims to teach the boy a lesson.  He abandons him, leaving him to 

navigate the streets according to his own ability.  In this way, Mr. Head hopes to 

prove that Nelson should submit to his direction.  When the boy rushes down 

the streets in fear, he accidentally causes a woman to trip.  Mr. Head reappears 

on the scene, but when the woman screams at Mr. Head, he denies any 

relationship to Nelson: “This is not my boy.  [. . .]  I never seen him before” 

(Collected Works 226).  The crowd that has gathered around these three begins to 

drop back, “staring at [Mr. Head] with horror, as if they were so repulsed by a 
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man who would deny his own image and likeness” (Collected Works 226). To 

avoid being sued, Mr. Head defers responsibility for Nelson.  More significantly, 

he denies Nelson to protect his autonomy.  John Sykes indicates that this story 

exemplifies a similar authority conflict found in Dostoevsky:  

Mr. Head and Nelson, in their constant and often comic battle of 
wills, actually carry out the ancient and universal attempt to 
supplant God.  Their will to power, by a turn Nietzsche and 
Dostoevsky would have appreciated, informs even their morality.  
(57) 

 
Sykes’s allusion to Dostoevsky seems to conflate the author with the 

Karamazovs.  Yet Sykes accurately characterizes Mr. Head’s rejection of Nelson 

as godless.  For in prizing his autonomy more than his responsibility, Mr. Head 

disregards God’s authority.  

These stories impress upon readers how far characters’ desire for 

autonomy has extended—children reject their parents and parents deny 

responsibility for their children.  In “A Stroke of Good Fortune” Ruby Hill’s 

spiritual parricide of her mother has distorted into a hate towards her unborn 

child.  She refuses to become like her mother so much that she denies her 

pregnancy.  Climbing the stairs to her apartment, Ruby feels fat and sick.  She 

wonders whether she has cancer, only to discover something that, according to 

her, is worse than cancer—pregnancy.  She treats her condition like a disease:  

“She was not going to have something waiting in her to make her deader” 

(Collected Works 195).  Rather than associate the pregnancy with new life, Ruby 

only dwells on the death of her autonomy.  Recalling her mother at thirty-four, 
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Ruby thinks, “All those children were what did her mother in—eight of them.     

[. . .] Her mother had got deader with every one of them” (Collected Works 186).  

Remembering her mother as withered up, sour, and unsatisfied, she blames the 

child bearing.  While Ruby wishes that her mother had not borne any children, 

this desire negates her own existence.  Thus, her antagonism towards her mother 

causes her to devalue her own life and this transforms into antagonism toward 

her child.  For Ruby, the life within her represents death.  Her autonomy has 

been intimately invaded by another life, which is anything but good fortune. 

The problem for the characters in O’Connor’s stories is that the parents 

and children serve to remind each other that no one is absolutely autonomous.   

Mothers such as Julian’s prompt their children to recognize that they are not self-

begotten creatures, that they have an origin apart from themselves.  And, as in 

the case with Ruby Hill, children make parents responsible for more than their 

own well-being.  For similar reasons do people reject God—He reminds them of 

their origin and asks them to renounce their self for the good of others.  

O’Connor reveals autonomy as the identifying feature of many of her characters, 

so any relationships that disrupt this autonomy are intolerable. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Demonic Authority of the Autonomous Self 

 
 As within every person so within every literary character of Dostoevsky 

and O’Connor, the heart is a battleground between the authority of Christ and 

that of the autonomous self.  When Ivan and Rayber, for example, reject God’s 

world, they displace His authority with their own. When a person chooses his or 

her supposed autonomous self as the authority, he or she models Satan in his 

rebellion against God.  One of the devil’s most deceptive tricks has been to 

persuade people to stop believing in him55, and frequently, he masks himself 

quite well under the guise of the autonomous self.  René Girard writes, “At the 

heart of everything there is always human pride or God, that is, the two forms of 

freedom” (Resurrection from the Underground 139). The former is a false freedom 

wherein one succumbs to demonic desires; only under God’s authority does true 

freedom exist.  Especially in The Brothers Karamazov and in The Violent Bear It 

Away, Dostoevsky and O’Connor reveal the Satanic imitation of their characters, 

primarily through the characters’ interactions with the demonic itself.  

 

 

                                                        
55 O’Connor makes this assertion: “The devil’s greatest wile, Baudelaire has said, is to 

convince us that he does not exist” (Mystery and Manners 112). 
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I.  Loss of Belief in Satan 

A number of Christian authors of the past two centuries have claimed that 

the devil erases himself from human awareness primarily by convincing human 

beings of their own greatness.  In late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

writings, the devil becomes little more than evidence of psychological 

abnormality, a superstition of the uneducated, or a literary trope.  To perpetuate 

people’s delusion, C.S. Lewis’s devil Screwtape instructs another demon 

Wormwood to conceal his identity:  “Our policy, for the moment, is to conceal 

ourselves.  Of course this has not always been so” (31).  The demon explains that 

they should remain illusory by keeping humans as materialists and skeptics.  The 

rational empiricism of the Enlightenment excludes Satan from educated 

discourse, as Regis Martin observes the devil’s success at duping society:  

“[S]ome time in the nineteenth century [the devil] managed to persuade huge 

numbers of people to stop believing in him,” a move which Martin echoes 

Baudelaire in calling it the devil’s “masterstroke” (10).   

In the eighteenth century, the function of science and reason expanded 

exponentially to the extent that thinkers excluded mystery and supernatural 

reality from their purview.  According to Andrew Delbanco, who narrates the 

disappearance of Satan from American culture, the Enlightenment “effected a 

sweeping reorganization of reality with which we still live: the dispossession of 

the invisible world as a legitimate object of knowledge” (73). This occlusion of 
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the supernatural dismisses the reality of Satan.  As Delbanco maintains, this 

transition of Satan from interior to exterior began when Satan was  

turned from an attribute of the self into a visible being outside of 
the self.  Then, in his new variety of fantastic forms, he had been 
dismissed.  In other words, the devil was being reduced to 
something that educated men could not believe in.  (64) 

 
Delbanco charts the dissolution of this belief: while previously associated with 

the sinful self, the devil becomes an entirely exterior and ultimately comic figure.  

Lewis’ devil advises the lesser demon to perpetuate this image:  “If any faint 

suspicion of your existence begins to arise in [the human’s] mind, suggest to him 

a picture of something in red tights, and persuade him that since he cannot 

believe in that […] he therefore cannot believe in you” (32).  Lewis depicts the 

devil of being wise about the weakness of the modern imagination.  Thus 

relegated to fantasy and mocked as a red, horned, and odious little beast, the 

devil escapes empirical proof.  

Moreover, the sin most closely associated with the devil—pride—became 

a virtue as people begin to exalt the self.  In Scriptures, pride is said to come 

before a fall (Proverbs 16:18), and it was traditionally acknowledged as the chief 

of sins.  According to the Oxford English Dictionary, pride means a “high 

opinion of oneself” or “a consciousness of what befits [oneself].”  Delbanco 

writes, “Pride of self, once the mark of the devil, was now not just a legitimate 

emotion but America’s uncontested god.  And since everyone had his own self, 
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everyone had his own god” (106).  Each person imitates Satan’s desire to be one’s 

own god, without recognizing any association of with the devil.   

However, the transition from a culture aware of demonic presences to one 

that denies them does not necessitate an actual disappearance of the devil. 

O’Connor affirms her belief in the devil “who is not simply generalized evil, but 

an evil intelligence determined on its own supremacy” (Mystery and Manners 

168). No longer recognizable, the devil continues to plague people who have no 

way of identifying the nature of their encounter with evil.  Since discarding the 

reality of the demonic has left culture defenseless against evil, O’Connor asserts 

the novelist’s responsibility to uncloak him: 

[The novelist] may find in the end that instead of reflecting the 
image at the heart of things, he [or she] has only reflected our 
broken condition and, through it, the face of the devil we are 
possessed by. This is a modest achievement, but perhaps a 
necessary one. (168) 

 
Denis de Rougemont undertakes a similar task to O’Connor; he composes 

an exposé on the devil in his monograph The Devil’s Share, which O’Connor 

owned in her personal library.  Reduced to a caricature, Satan hides behind it, 

and the modern person cannot see the liar behind his façade: “Satan dissimulates 

himself behind his own image” (20).  By convincing humans that he does not 

exist, Satan gains a more effective mask.  Yet de Rougemont attempts to expose 

the real rather than the fabricated adversary to unveil Satan’s modern guises.   

 First, de Rougemont establishes Satan’s parasitic nature.  Since Satan 

rebels against the God who calls himself “I AM” in Scripture (Exodus 3:14), 
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referring to divine nature as indescribable being, Satan rejects being itself.  He 

rejects existence.  de Rougemont writes, “Having refused to serve God, to be of 

use to God, [Satan] has become the one who serves Nothing, who is of use to 

Nothing” (30).  When Satan attempts to replace being, he loses being, falling 

from heaven to roam the earth and to feed parasitically off human beings.  Satan 

does not disappear, but his being is corroded by the nothingness he serves.  

Furthermore, de Rougemont explains, “[Satan’s] victories will always be sterile.  

For one does not become a father by stealing a child. [. . .] One can steal power, 

but not authority” (31).  While Satan convinces humans to cast off their divine 

father, his own adoption of them will always be counterfeit; it will always be 

enslavement posing as freedom.  

de Rougemont offers hope to those in rebellion by enabling them to see 

that divine patronage persists: God remains the father even if Satan enlists His 

children. Dostoevsky and O’Connor both give evidence to this truth in their 

characters’ intimations of grace.  For instance, Ivan’s diatribe against God’s 

injustice is in defense of the abused children.  Though he misdirects his anger, 

Ivan’s concern for the sufferers comes from his unacknowledged awareness of 

the imago dei within each child.  In kind, Rayber reveals this divine stamp within 

him in his initial propensity to hear Mason’s Bible stories.  Despite the 

materialistic worldview imposed by his parents, the young Rayber is drawn to 

Mason’s tales of supernatural experiences. 



 

 140 

Though rebellion against God does not rescind His presence, it does 

impose demonic slavery because the person renounces his or her divine freedom 

to become a slave to autonomous desires.  de Rougemont explains: 

Man is free, and this means that he is placed at each moment in a 
double possibility:  that of doing the good which God wishes, 
which will free him; or that of doing the good he himself wishes 
according to his desires and by which he immediately finds himself 
chained.  Be free “for nothing,” without conditions or aims, be free 
to do what you please, and you will probably do what pleases the 
Devil.  (99) 

 
Since God provides true freedom, any attempt to act against His will limits one’s 

freedom. In The Diary of a Writer, Dostoevsky echoes this paradoxical truth:  

“License of desires leads only to your enslavement” (623).  In concord with the 

thought of Dostoevsky and O’Connor, de Rougemont indicates that the 

autonomous will set in opposition to the will of God leads people to act in ways 

that unknowingly imitates the demonic.  

 Neither Dostoevsky nor O’Connor proposes an equitable rivalry between 

God and Satan, but they both acknowledge Satan as a reality manifested by 

human pride. To defeat Satan, then, is to acknowledge the negative capability in 

the self and to cry out with the angels, “Who is like God?”  de Rougemont asserts 

that “this cry crushes the Devil, this lance transfixes the serpent who hissed, ‘you 

shall be like gods’” (196).  Since only God is God, all competing gods are His 

many imposters. Satan is not solitary but Legion: “[W]hile remaining one he can 

assume many diverse aspects as there are individuals in the world” (44).  By 

offering godhood to whoever desires it, Satan manifests himself in many places 
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and persons.  The pride that drives characters to replace God’s authority with 

their own subjective moral compass renders them capable of demonic imitation. 

 
II.  Girard and Satanic Imitation 

Girard describes authority as the model after which a person patterns his 

or her life and behavior.  According to Girard, the key characteristic of human 

beings is the “mimetic desire,” the desire to mimic another.  While people 

assume the “total autonomy of individuals, that is the autonomy of their desires,” 

in actuality, people naturally “tend to desire what [their] neighbor has or what 

[their] neighbor desires” (I See Satan 8).  To verify his theory, Girard suggests 

simply looking at two people who covet the same object.  He offers the 

Decalogue as further evidence. From the perspective mimesis, the 

commandments restrain rivalry between people:  for instance, the injunctions not 

to steal from others and not to covet another’s wife.  For Girard, social rivalry 

will be decreased or increased by the model a person chooses. 

On the moral level, the person chooses whether to model God—absolute 

being—or Satan—nonbeing.  The choice between divine and demonic models is a 

choice  

between models who never become obstacles and rivals for their 
disciples because they desire nothing in a greedy and competitive 
way and models whose greed for whatever they desire has 
immediate repercussions on their imitators, transforming them 
right away into diabolic obstacles.  (I See Satan 40) 

 



 

 142 

The God who is all desires nothing, while Satan who is nothing desires all.  Thus, 

following the first model leads paradoxically to self-abnegation and contentment, 

while accepting the second model leads to competition and emptiness.  Girard 

notes, “Satan is an imitator in the rivalistic sense of the word. [. . .] Satan is the 

ape of God” (I See Satan 45).  Rather than truth and life, Satan brings lies and 

death.   

Dostoevsky and O’Connor both believe in an either-or choice between 

God and Satan as father.  In John 8:42-44, Jesus accuses a Jewish crowd of serving 

Satan as their Father because of their desire to murder himself56.  Jesus says: 

If God were your Father, you would love me, for I proceeded and 
came forth from God.  [. . .] You are of your father the devil and it is 
the desires of your father that you wish to do.  From the beginning, 
he was a murderer and had nothing to do with truth because the 
truth is not in him.  When he speaks lies, he draws them from his 
own nature, because he is a liar and the father of lies.   

 
When Girard references this passage, he underlines Jesus’ assertion, “It is the 

desires of your father that you wish to do.”  For Girard, all humans are 

essentially mimetic, meaning that all people take a model for their desires. 

According to Girard, this crowd  

take[s] the devil as the model for their desires.  The desire of which 
Jesus speaks is therefore based on imitation, whether of the devil or 
God.  […] To repeat, the idea of the ‘father’ is here the same thing 
as the model without which human desire, lacking its own proper 
object, cannot come into being.  (I See Satan 40) 

 
                                                        

56 In her article “Dostoevsky’s Markings in the Gospel According to St. John,” Irina 
Kirillova notes Dostoevsky’s thick underlining in John, especially of John 8:42-47 where he 
underlines 8:43 and marks it with an exclamation mark (46). 
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Girard makes Jesus’ use of the word “father” the conceptual equal of “model.” 

Because the Jewish crowd’s desire to murder Jesus models Satan’s desire, the 

crowd’s father must be Satan. The choice Jesus sets up, as Girard indicates, is 

between two models, between two fathers, between God and Satan57.   

According to Scripture, Satan’s desire to be like God causes his fall from 

heaven.  The prophet Isaiah refers to Satan as the outcast angel who said in his 

heart, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God. [. . .] 

I will make myself like the Most High” (Isaiah 14:13-14).  Driven by pride, Satan 

expresses his desire to replace God in making himself like God. Humans, then, 

when choosing to follow their own desires are choosing to mimic Satan’s pride.  

In Genesis 3:5, Satan tempts Adam and Eve to become “like God.” Again, in 

Matthew 4:9, Satan tempts the Son of God with the desire to be like God and 

have authority over the world.  However, such godlike authority will be granted 

only if Jesus “will bow down and worship [Satan],” implying that even Christ’s 

authority is conditional on satanic service.   

Dostoevsky and O’Connor present this either-or choice as between 

models.  Robert Brinkmeyer notes that in O’Connor’s stories, “[e]very person 

must make a personal choice either to accept Christ into his or her life or to reject 

                                                        
57 Let me reiterate my understanding of de Rougemont’s notion of fatherhood in 

conjunction with Girard’s notion here because I do not find them contradictory: Since God 
created His children, he remains the parent, and Satan’s “fatherhood” will always be false 
because it is not adoption but enslavement.  Humans may choose to follow Satan as their father, 
but this does not change the reality that God is father to everyone.  Analogously, a child may 
deny her biological parents to imitate another adult, but this does not change who her parents 
are.   
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him.  There is no gray area, no room for compromise: One lives by Christ or the 

Devil” (33).  The third alternative, a life ruled by the self, is simply a disguised 

form of the latter choice.  When Dostoevsky’s former mentor Belinsky dismisses 

Christ’s authority, Dostoevsky says, “[I]n insulting him, [Belinsky] has never 

asked himself: ‘What are we to put in his place?  Ourselves?’  No, he has never 

given a thought to that” (qtd. in The Drama of Atheist Humanism de Lubac 303)58.  

When God is displaced from the throne, the autonomous human being assumes 

authority. Ivan observes something similar, as W. J. Leatherbarrow notes: “[I]f 

God does not exist or is rejected then ‘all is permitted’; human beings are their 

own masters” (A Devil’s Vaudeville 38).  According to Dostoevsky and O’Connor, 

placing the self in the role of God imitates Satan, and thus, the authority of the 

autonomous self is actually demonic authority.   

Dostoevsky and O’Connor expose the freedom of this choice within the 

heart of each character.  In the Author’s Note to the second edition of Wise Blood, 

O’Connor writes, “[F]ree will does not mean one will, but many wills conflicting 

in one man.”  In keeping both with the Scriptures and the early church fathers, 

O’Connor understood the heart as a spiritual battleground.  Paul in Romans 

writes, “I do not understand what I do.  For what I want to do I do not do, but 

what I hate I do” (Romans 7:15), and his sentiment is echoed by Macarius the 

Elder, a church father in fourth century Egypt:   

                                                        
58 Letter of 1871, qtd. by Troyat, 138.  Cf. Journal d’un écrivain, vol. I, 200.   
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The heart itself is but a small vessel, yet dragons are there, and 
there are also lions; there are poisonous beasts and all the stockpiles 
of evil, rough and uneven paths and chasms.  But there too is God, 
the angels, the life and the Kingdom, the light and the apostles, the 
heavenly cities and the treasures of grace—all things are there.  
(Homily 43.7) 

 
Dostoevsky and O’Connor reveal their characters as having hearts filled with 

these warring demons and angels. 

In Notes from the Underground,59 for instance, Dostoevsky displays for the 

reader a human being’s divided will.  The main character, the underground man, 

narrates his story in the first person, explaining his motivations, confessing his 

lies, and assessing his own character.  He declares how both wickedness and 

goodness war within him:  “I was conscious every moment of so very many 

elements in myself most opposite to [wickedness].  I felt them simply swarming 

in me, those opposite elements” (5). Throughout the tale, the underground man, 

as he refers to himself, exhibits conflicting wills within him.  Knowing that he 

should tell the truth, he will purposefully lie.  Then, he will condemn himself for 

such a base action.  Next he will perform a good deed— for instance, he shows 

kindness to a prostitute. Then he attempts to overturn such goodness by hurting 

the same woman.  This character epitomizes Bakhtinian unfinalizeability, 

reflecting the constant confrontation with the choice between modeling God or 

Satan.   

                                                        
59 The scope of this project is limited to The Brothers Karamazov, though it would be 

possible to expand this notion of authority in Dostoevsky’s other works, especially this early 
novel. 



 

 146 

Anticipating the modern fascination with the divided person, Dostoevsky 

here creates the first “modern” character, as Steiner writes:  

[T]he assertion that there are within individual men several 
conflicting personalities, and that baser, ironic, irrational strains of 
consciousness may be more authentic than the semblance of 
coherence and reason offered to the outside world, was put 
forward only in the eighteenth century.  It was then, as Berdiaev 
writes in his study of Dostoevsky, that “a chasm opened in the 
depths of man himself and therein God and Heaven, the Devil and 
Hell were revealed anew.” (218)  

 
Because of Dostoevsky’s dissection of a human personality as containing 

multiple personalities in conflict, Steiner identifies this underground man as the 

first “modern” character.  Yet Berdiaev correctly diagnoses these multiple 

divisions as the product of a battle in the human heart between heaven and hell, 

a notion drawn from the Judeo-Christian tradition.  In Dostoevsky’s The Brothers 

Karamazov, Dmitry says of the human condition: “Here the devil struggles with 

God, and the battlefield is the hearts of men” (97).  Dmitry accurately depicts the 

devil as the one struggling against God, for the two are not equally contending 

forces. 

When characters, such as Dmitry, acquiesce to their selfish desires, they 

lie, steal, and even commit violence against others.  Dmitry commits all of the 

aforementioned acts, considering them small victories of the demon inside him.  

In answer to the prosecutor’s inquiries concerning his crimes, Dmitry continually 

answers, “The devil knows,” a popular Russian idiom with secondary 

significance in this dialogue.  According to Girard, Satan “ is certainly easier to 
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imitate than Christ [. . .] for he counsels us to abandon ourselves to all our 

inclinations in defiance of morality and its prohibitions” (I See Satan 32).  In the 

words of Ivan, “everything is permissible” when Satan is the model.  Individual 

autonomy, or “belief in yourself”60 to use the popular phrase, has almost come to 

supplant the old golden rule, and people easily persuade themselves that they 

are their own personal gods.  However, Girard explains that their status as their 

own gods is illusory:   

But then suddenly there appears an unexpected obstacle between 
[people] and the object of [their] desire, and to [their] consternation, 
just when [they] thought [they] had left Satan far behind [them], it 
is he, or one of his surrogates, who show up to block the route.  (I 
See Satan 33) 

 
All these personal, individual gods eventually confront each other, and in a 

battle between false gods, only one may win.   

The notion that each person should rule his or her own cosmos sounds 

appealing, but this seduction quickly degenerates to accusation when the 

person’s will confronts reality.  What people have believed to be freedom, they 

discover is slavery.  When their will confronts the unavoidable real—death for 

instance—blasphemers realize their diabolic mimicry.  Rowan Williams refers to 

this disjunction between will and reality as the root of demonic:  

[T]he true profaner has elevated his or her reality, chosen isolation 
from what is commonly known and acknowledged.  [. . .] Only 

                                                        
60 Despite the popularity of this phrase, Dostoevsky and O’Connor might agree more 

with G.K. Chesterton, who writes in Orthodoxy that people who believe in themselves are 
unconsciously mad: “Complete self-confidence is not merely a sin; complete self-confidence is a 
weakness. Believing utterly in one’s self is a hysterical and superstitious belief […]” (13). 
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when both the will and the real are fully in play can this sort of 
thing happen:  the essence of the diabolic is, in this connection, that 
it simply dissolves the real, as Ivan’s Devil does with his solipsism 
and agnosticism.  (226) 

 
Though it should not be surprising that the prince of darkness obscures the truth 

or that the father of lies deceives even his own children, the ploy works primarily 

because individuals deceive themselves.  Girard writes, “Duping oneself is what 

characterizes the entire satanic process, and that is why one of the titles of the 

devil [. . .] is ‘prince of darkness’” (I See Satan 127).  For the autonomous self, the 

will supersedes reality, so a person mimicking Satan will remain blind as long as 

he or she desires to be.   

While individuals choose to be blind to the demonic nature of their 

desires, all other people be become either rivals to their authority or else pawns 

to be exploited in achieving their desires.  According to Girard,  

The sons of the devil are those who let themselves be taken into the 
circle of rivalistic desire and who, unknowingly, become the 
playthings of mimetic violence.  Like all the victims of this process, 
“they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).  (I See Satan 
40) 

 
Girard describes those who think they have chosen their own will as acting 

according to Satan’s will more than their own.  The word “plaything” is 

particularly derogatory:  ironically, those who choose to be their own god are 

demoted to mere “things.”  Here, Girard emphasizes the blindness, self-deceit, 

and ignorance of the sons of the devil, particularly their ignorance of their 

unacknowledged sonship.   
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“Rivalistic desire” then refers to the inevitable competition between 

autonomous selves.  For Girard, Satan is the fomentor of mimetic contagion. 

Dostoevsky recognizes that Satan works through this process, though he 

considers him more as a negative capability within the self.  Leatherbarrow lists 

the various references to those characters who live unto themselves in 

Dostoevsky’s novel:  

Zosima’s belief that hell is ‘the suffering that comes from 
consciousness that one is no longer able to love’ [. . .] reflects the 
notion of hell as human solitude. [. . .]  A similar idea—that hell 
may be the consequence of self-centeredness—lies behind 
Grushenka’s folk tale of the onion and the sinner who tries to save 
herself at the expense of others, and, rather more obliquely, behind 
the view of Dmitry’s coachman Andrei, on the road to Mokroe, that 
hell is for those such as grandees, rulers, judges, and rich folk, who 
ride roughshod over others and “give way to no one.”  (A Devil’s 
Vaudeville 160) 

 
Each of these characters highlights the connection between self-centeredness and 

hell:  for Dostoevsky, the demonic begins in undefined desire and is fed by 

selfishness.   

Although both Dostoevsky and O’Connor depict devils who are 

inseparable from the autonomous selfhood of each main character, they differ in 

their identifications of the devil.  In The Brothers Karamazov Ivan Karamazov 

fights the reality of the devil as a separate entity from his self. He accuses the 

devil, “[Y]our aim is to convince me you exist apart and are not my nightmare” 

(606).  Ivan he clings to autonomous reason as if it were an antidote to this 

manifestation, insisting that the devil is “only one side of me [. . .] of my thoughts 
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and feelings, but only the nastiest and stupidest of them” (603-604).  His 

dependence on empirical proof, however, prevents him from recognizing the 

devil’s spiritual reality.  Ivan misconstrues the devil’s existence, yelling:  “Never 

for one minute have I taken you for reality.  You are a lie, you are my illness” 

(603-604).  In truth, the devil inhabits the “stupider” part of Ivan like a spider in a 

corner of the house, but this does not undermine his reality.  Whether or not the 

author believes in the devil, the lie perpetuated in this scene is the notion that 

this figure is merely Ivan’s psychological defect. Rather, Dostoevsky repeatedly 

identifies the character as a contaminant of evil.   

In The Violent Bear It Away, O’Connor insists on the actual personage of the 

devil, though he stems from Tarwater’s selfishness and delusion.  After his great-

uncle Mason dies, Tarwater begins “to feel that he was only just now meeting 

himself, as if as long as his uncle lived, he had been deprived of his own 

acquaintance” (O’Connor, Collected Works 352).  Though not separate from his 

self, the devil is no less objectively real. O’Connor writes (November 28, 1961): 

“My Devil has a name, a history and a definite plan.  His name is Lucifer, he’s a 

fallen angel, his sin is pride, and his aim is the destruction of the Divine plan” 

(The Habit of Being 456). Tarwater’s inward “stranger” is a manifestation of this 

Devil.  While O’Connor is more convinced than Dostoevsky in the reality of the 

Devil, she presents a character just as hesitant as Ivan to accept this reality.  

Tarwater’s devil feeds him lies: “[T]here ain’t no such thing as a devil.  I can tell 

you from my own experience.  I know that for a fact.  It ain’t Jesus or the devil.  
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It’s Jesus or you” (354). By reducing the choice to autonomy versus heteronomy, 

the devil again accomplishes his masterstroke, convincing Tarwater that the 

demonic does not exist.  As Girard makes clear, this choice masks the actual 

choice between God and Satan as the models that govern human desire.   

III.  Demonic Presence in The Brothers Karamazov 

The world depicted at the beginning of The Brothers Karamazov is one of 

demonic presence, filled with corruption and rivalry.  However, the presence of 

real devils must be distinguished from that of the caricatured devils that some of 

the characters observe.  For instance, the credulous and superstitious Father 

Ferapont crushes devil’s tails in doors and makes them disappear with signs of 

the cross.  He tells a young monk: 

Видел, у которого на персях сидит, под рясу прячется, токмо 
рожкивыглядывают; у которого из кармана высматривает, глаза 
быстрые, менято боится; у которого во чреве поселился, в самом 
нечистом брюхе его, а у некоего так на шее висит, уцепился, так и 
носит, а его не видит. (Братья Карамазовы 171) 
 
I saw a devil sitting on one man’s chest hiding under his cassock, 
only his horns poked out; another had one peeping out of his 
pocket with such sharp eyes, he was afraid of me; another settled in 
the unclean bellow of one, right in the guts, another was hanging 
round a man’s neck, and he was carrying him about without seeing 
him.  (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 153) 

 
Ferapont “sees” little devils (чертей) crawling all over the monastery like an 

infestation of insects.  Like Fyodor, Ferapont is “seduced by the attraction of 

‘diabolic’ narration,” which Williams indicates “is a mark of having really 

succumbed to diabolic temptation” (28).  Though Fyodor treats devils as jokes 
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while Ferapont takes them seriously, both characters “appeal to the devils of 

folklore” and thus miss “the genuinely diabolic problem of self-deceit” (Williams 

68).   

As noted earlier, self-deceit is one of the devil’s primary tools; it marks the 

spurious nature of the father of lies.  Characters who imitate the devil may be 

blind to their imitation, but their lies and violence betray their demonic model.  

For instance, Lise Khokhlakov, whom Ivan calls “that little demon” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 568), condemns people for their submission to evil:  “[I]t’s 

as though people have made an agreement to lie about it and have lied about it 

ever since.  They all declare that they hate evil, but secretly they love it” (The 

Brothers Karamazov 551).  According to Lise, people’s aptitude for evil and their 

desire to lie suggests demonic imitation.  

However, Lise vacillates between her desire for salvation and her intense 

pleasure in demonic narrative.  Like Fyodor and Ferapont, she recalls 

interactions with devils:  

Мне иногда во сне снятся черти, будто ночь, я в моей комнате со 
свечкой, и вдруг везде черти, во всех углах, и под столом, и двери 
отворяют, а их там за дверями толпа, и им хочется войти и меня 
шватить. (Братья Карамазовы 583) 
 
I sometimes dream of devils.  It’s night, I am in my room with a 
candle and suddenly there are devils all over the place, in all the 
corners, under the table, and they open doors, there’s a crowd of 
them behind the doors and they want to come and seize me.  
(Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 551) 
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Though Alyosha desires to save Lise from these demons with his love of her, he 

ironically confesses to the same dream.  In contrast to Alyosha, Lise cries out for 

disorder, murder, and evil:  “I want disorder [. . .] I shall murder somebody [. . .] 

I want to do evil” (550).  She seems possessed in these moments, revealing the 

devil’s domination of her desires.   

In contrast to these fantastical visions of demonic presence, the true 

presence and activity of the devil in The Brothers Karamazov can best be detected 

through the presence of rivalry among the characters.  Leatherbarrow credits the 

devils with the establishment of their dominion in this world:  

They have recognized that the key to the establishment of ‘the 
kingdom of devils’ is to exploit discord and strife in human affairs.  
Such discord (раздор) began with Adam’s prioritization of his own 
will over that of God, an act that alienated him from the rest of 
creation; it then continued through the turbulent history of human 
strife and bloodshed, through the processes of religious schism and 
fragmentation of belief.  (A Devil’s Vaudeville 181) 

 
Leatherbarrow’s description of the kingdom of devils is reminiscent of Girard’s 

assertion that human society is essentially rivalistic.  Beginning with Adam, 

humans have imitated Satan’s contestation of God’s authority.  This original 

rivalry between human beings and God has increased manifold, spreading like a 

disease, so that each person becomes a rival to his or her neighbor. 

The demonic feeds off the rivalry between Dmitry and Fyodor, who are 

oblivious to the devil’s delight with their actions.  Fyodor supposes devils are 

harmless superstitions that he mocks for humor and whose toxic effect on him he 

fails to detect.  Williams asserts, “The diabolical is a stage prop for Fyodor, an 
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occasion for mockery or satire, an alibi for his own anarchic cynicism and 

clownishness” (65).  His mockery of the demonic blinds him to the truly demonic 

character of the bitter rivalries he instigates with his desire for Grushenka.  

Unable to recognize true goodness in the elder, Fyodor transfers his own 

hypocrisy to Zosima. He declares, “But I respect him.  There’s something of 

Mephistopheles about him” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 123). The 

allusion to Goethe’s Mephistopheles depicts such hypocrisy as demonic, and it 

shows how Fyodor reduces the devil to a fictional character.   

The meeting with Zosima is full of irony, with each of the characters 

attempting to transfer their sins onto others or to hide the demons in their hearts.  

When Dmitry notes about his father’s behavior, “Outwardly it’s the truth, but 

inwardly, a lie” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 63), he encapsulates the 

hypocrisy that pervades this entire scene.  Despite Zosima’s admonishment to 

Fyodor to act naturally and “not [to] be so ashamed of yourself” (35), Fyodor 

continues to act the buffoon.  He confesses,  

I am an inveterate buffoon, and have been from my birth up, your 
reverence, it’s as though it were a madness in me.  I daresay it’s a 
devil within me.  But only a little one.  A more serious one would 
have chosen another lodging.  (34) 

 
Cognizant of the devil’s tools, Zosima cautions Fyodor not to imitate the father of 

lies: “And the main thing, the very main thing—don’t lie” (36).  He reproaches 

Fyodor several times for lying to himself and cautions him against this false 

behavior.  Yet Fyodor continues to choose the devil as his model.  He jokingly 
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tells Zosima, “I am the lie and the father of lies. [. . .]  Say, the son of lies, and that 

will be enough” (37).  The butt of the joke is the jokester himself unwittingly 

reveals his own diabolic model. 

In this “scandalous scene,” as Dostoevsky titles the chapter, Fyodor not 

only participates in demonic farce but also becomes a skandalon, or stumbling 

block.  In I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, Girard asserts, “Scandals and Satan are 

fundamentally the same things” (45)61.  The primary difference, according to 

Girard, is that scandals may be abstract ideas or desired objects, whereas Satan is 

always a person.  Moreover, scandals simultaneously attract and repel a person.  

Girard writes,  

Like the Hebrew word that it translates, “scandal” means, not one 
of those ordinary obstacles that we avoid easily after we run into it 
the first time, but a paradoxical obstacle that is almost impossible to 
avoid:  the more this obstacle, or scandal, repels us, the more it 
attracts.  (I See Satan 16) 

 
Fyodor desires to be the buffoon while paradoxically hating himself for acting 

the buffoon.  When Dmitry notes, “All my father wants is scandal” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 62), he betrays his own desire for a scandal.  All of the 

Karamazov sons imitate their father, attracted by his scandal while hating the 

scandal that exists within them.  In these early scenes, Dostoevsky emphasizes 

                                                        
61 Girard references Matthew 16:23 where Satan calls Peter both “Satan” and “scandal” 

within two sentences: “Get behind me, Satan! You are a [scandal] stumbling block to me…” 
However, in Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, Girard also states, “The Cross is the 
supreme scandal because […] it discredits and deconstructs all the gods of violence, since it 
reveals the true God, who has not the slightest violence in him” (429). Girard suggests, then, that 
scandal and Satan mean the same thing when the stumbling block makes one fall.  
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the failure of Fyodor to respond to proper authority, namely that of the elder and 

monks, and thus to open himself to the demonic. 

In contrast to Fyodor, who jests about God and the devil, Ivan defends his 

own statements of seeming belief to the elder.  Ivan protests, “But I wasn’t 

altogether joking” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 61).  Though Ivan 

attempts to hide his inner turmoil with an “inexplicable smile” (The Brothers 

Karamazov 61), Zosima penetrates his façade and blesses him, “God grant that 

your heart will attain the answer on earth, and may God bless your path” (61).  

For Zosima, the answer is radical reliance on God.  In this scene, Zosima opposes 

Fyodor: they represent the two sides of the battle in Ivan’s heart between God 

and Satan.  When Ivan earnestly receives the blessing, Fyodor immediately leaps 

from his seat and points at Ivan, “[T]hat is my son, flesh of my flesh, the dearest 

of my flesh!” (61).  As though claiming territory, Fyodor declares Ivan for his 

side.  Additionally, Fyodor emphasizes his “flesh,” a word that biblically 

connotes sinful nature.  Leatherbarrow writes, “Ivan will turn out to be the most 

significant source of the demonism rife throughout The Brothers Karamazov.       [. . 

.]  [H]e is the Karamazov son who, according to Smerdiakov, is most like his 

corrupt and depraved father” (A Devil’s Vaudeville 141). 

Whether Ivan actually believes in his church-state proposal, he seems to 

believe in the assumptions underlying it. Miüsov describes these assumptions:  

[F]or every individual [. . .] who does not believe in God or 
immortality, the moral law of nature must immediately be changed 
into the exact contrary of the former religious law, and that egoism, 
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even unto crime must become not only lawful but even recognized 
as the inevitable. (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 60) 

 
Surprisingly, Zosima agrees with Ivan’s assertion, though the two men have 

different reactions to the same truth.  Zosima knows that when human life is not 

devoted to God, lawlessness and egoism are the inevitable result, while Ivan 

later argues that such unbelief is a necessary response to the God who permits 

innocent suffering.  Without God, each person becomes his own authority; yet as 

Dostoevsky begins to reveal, the authority of the ego lies in service to the devil.  

IV.  The Demonic Nature of the Grand Inquisitor and Smerdyakov 

Compared to the initial comedy of Fyodor’s and Ferapont’s diabolic 

narratives, Ivan’s legend of the Grand Inquisitor strikes the reader altogether 

differently.  Following Ivan’s accounts of suffering children and his diatribe 

against God’s world, he offers a an answer to Alyosha’s claim that the utterly 

innocent man Jesus has the right to blame God for the world’s unjust suffering in 

the “Legend of the Grand Inquisitor.”  Ivan admits that he has never written the 

poem down, but he will not refuse Alyosha the honor of being the first listener.  

In the same mode as Nietzsche adopts in Zarathustra Ivan tells “The Legend of 

the Grand Inquisitor”—not to discover answers but to propose them.  Ivan 

cannot explain why he has decided to deliver his poem to Alyosha before it has 

been written.  Rhetorically Ivan asks, “Why should an author forego even one 

listener?” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 227).  For Ivan, acting as an author 

gives him control at least over a small universe.  Denis de Rougemont elaborates 
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on the demonic temptation to be an author: “In truth the will to create, the need 

to write, simply coincides deep down with the Luciferian temptation: to become 

like God, to make oneself an author, to authorize oneself in an autonomous 

world” (131-132).  Here, Dostoevsky has incorporated the possibility of both 

authorial justification before God as well as authorial self-condemnation.  

Unlike Dostoevsky as an author, however, Ivan succumbs to demonic 

temptation.  As he narrates his poem to Alyosha, he attempts to control the 

listener’s response.  First, he offers a “necessary preface.”  Then, after he describe 

Christ’s arrival in Seville, he says, “That may be one of the best passages in the 

poem” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 229), interrupting his narrative to 

demand a specific response from Alyosha.  This moment echoes the narratives of 

Dante’s characters in hell who, after relating their stories, demand certain 

responses from the Pilgrim.  Consider for example, Ugolino’s admonition, “[I]f 

you weep not, what can make you weep?” (Alighieri I.xxxiii.42).  Dostoevsky 

deliberately resists exercising control over his readers, while Ivan, even in the 

telling of his poem, appears as authoritarian as his Inquisitor.   

Set in Seville during the Inquisition, the poem begins with the 

reappearance of Christ after he has recently raised a dead child to life62.  On the 

previous day, the Grand Inquisitor had burned a hundred heretics, but then 

Christ enters the scene and reverses such death-dealing by raising person to life.  
                                                        

62 Christ’s first action here is deliberate.  Ivan has just rehearsed the suffering of children 
stories from the newspaper and concluded that Christ is ineffectual.  Thus, Christ’s resurrection 
of the dead child is ironic. 
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Fearing that his own authority over life and death has been undermined, the 

Grand Inquisitor has Christ arrested, and the remainder of the interview is 

conducted in the prison.  According to Victor Terras, the poem’s “artificiality and 

lack of truth shine through in its tacky Gothic romanticism, its sentimental and 

corny imagery, its overblown rhetorical flourishes, and its self-conscious (and 

inexact) use of quotation” (qtd. in Leatherbarrow 156).  If Ivan ever attempted to 

put “The Grand Inquisitor” into print, publishers would likely dismiss the effort 

as the weak creative attempt of a twenty-three year old amateur.  Unlike 

Dostoevsky’s own narratives, Ivan’s poem lacks the realism of the higher or 

lower sort, imposes authorial monologic voice, and misuses rhetorical devices for 

sentimental effect.  Since Satan parodies divine authorship, his acts deviate from 

perfect beauty, truth, and goodness.  The aesthetic deficiency of Ivan’s poem 

suggests demonic imitation of beauty.  Thus, in style, as in oration and content, 

Ivan’s poem is demonic.   

Romano Guardini asserts that the Inquisitor has a “diabolical vision” that 

hides the “satanic will of attacking God himself,” and is thus a representation 

“which is opposed the religion of freedom” (61).  Guardini focuses on Ivan as the 

creator of the Grand Inquisitor, conflating his words with Ivan’s beliefs.  Before 

reciting his poem, Ivan tells Alyosha, “I think if the devil doesn’t exist, but man 

has created him, he has created him in his own image and likeness” (Dostoevsky, 

The Brothers Karamazov 220).  Ironically, Ivan creates such a “devil” in the Grand 

Inquisitor who reflects Ivan’s own image and likeness.  According to Girard, 
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“The diabolical choice of the Inquisitor is nothing else than a reflection of the 

diabolical choice made by Ivan Karamazov” (Resurrection from the Underground 

131).  While Ivan’s choice at the end of the novel is more ambiguous, Girard, like 

Guardini, correctly underscores the demonic connection between the Inquisitor 

and Ivan.   

Guardini argues that in the legend Ivan asserts his deep antagonism 

toward God’s creation.  While Ivan believes God’s world is inadequate, “the 

accusation goes even further than that [—] God was not able to create a good 

world” (72).  Ivan essentially demotes God, “declaring him impotent” (72), thus 

allowing Ivan to establish himself as rival to God’s authority.  Essentially, in the 

Grand Inquisitor, Ivan proposes a superman to recreate the world and repair the 

mistakes of Christ.  The Grand Inquisitor admits that he “joined the ranks of 

those who have corrected [Christ’s] work” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 240).  

The Inquisitor’s haughty declaration echoes Ivan’s arrogant desire to 

remake God’s world and to rectify all its imperfections.  However, as 

Leatherbarrow indicates what truly rules Ivan’s sceme:  

what rules Ivan is not socialism, not atheism, but demonism, and … 
his vision of social reconstruction, as articulated by his creature the 
Inquisitor, is erected not on any love for suffering humanity—for 
which he has only contempt—but on his own boundless egoism 
and desire to displace God.  (A Devil’s Vaudeville 156) 

 
As previously mentioned, even Ivan’s professed love for suffering children is 

actually a form of contempt.   
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The Grand Inquisitor succumbs to the temptation of Peter, before he 

became the petros upon whom Christ built the Church.  In Matthew 16, Jesus calls 

Peter a rock, then he reprimands Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 

stumbling block to me” (Matthew 16:18-23).  How did this transformation occur 

so quickly?  Jesus explains his reproach:  “[Y]ou do not have in mind the things 

of God, but the things of men.”  Peter turned from seeking God’s will to seeking 

his own, and thus transformed himself from a rock of sure faith into a stumbling 

stone of unbelief, from a follower of Christ into an agent of Satan.  de Rougemont 

elaborates: “[W]hen Peter believes himself the possessor of the good that has 

been given into his charge, he immediately presumes to administer it to his own 

ends, as he pleases, not as it has pleased the very Creator of this good” (123).  The 

Grand Inquisitor yields to the same temptation as Peter, having in mind human 

instead of divine things.   

In fitting demonic imitation, Ivan masks his altruistic aims under the cloak 

of the Grand Inquisitor.  He parodies the Catholic Church, speaking as though to 

Christ, “All has been given by Thee to the Pope,’ [the Jesuits] say, ‘and all, 

therefore, is still in the Pope’s hands, and there is no need for Thee to come now 

at all’” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 231).  Like Peter, Ivan here renounces 

Christ’s will for his own way.  The Grand Inquisitor is a “pope” who will build 

Christ’s church on his own scheme of salvation.  He corrects Christ’s supposed 

errors by trading human freedom for a false notion of happiness: “In the end 

[people] will lay their freedom at our feet, and say to us, ‘Make us your slaves, 
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but feed us’” (The Brothers Karamazov 232).  According to the Inquisitor, humans 

cannot handle freedom; it causes them suffering.  They would rather be 

controlled and fed than free and starving.  In imitation of the devil, then, the 

Inquisitor sequesters their freedom in exchange for material comfort. 

Yet Dostoevsky hints that the Grand Inquisitor is not himself the ultimate 

rival authority to God:  the Inquisitor himself submits to Satan’s authority by 

succumbing to the devil’s three temptations.  In the Gospels, Satan offers Christ 

miracle, mystery, and authority63.  According to the Grand Inquisitor, Christ 

should have accepted these temptations because they would have provided 

earthly happiness for human beings.  Girard writes, “Everything that the proud 

desire leads them, after all, to prostrate themselves before the Other, Satan” 

(Resurrection from the Underground 125).  Since Satan is the temporary ruler of 

earth, those who desire only earthly happiness serve Satan.  The Grand 

Inquisitor supplants Christ’s image of mother hen from Matthew 23:37 with his 

own: “[People] will become timid and will look to us and huddle close to us in 

fear, as chicks to the hen” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 239).  He notes 

that the people will “look on us as gods,” and he will “deceive them” (234).  The 

Inquisitor insists that the deception is for the good of the people, and makes 

them into lackeys who will benignantly controlled by their masters.   

                                                        
63 In Matthew 4:1-11, the three temptations are to turn the stones to bread (miracle), to 

test God’s power by jumping from the roof of the temple (mystery), or to receive authority over 
the whole world by bowing down before Satan (authority).   
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Just as the Inquisitor enslaves the members in his church, so Ivan creates a 

slave of his half-brother Smerdyakov.  Ivan tells Fyodor, “[Smerdyakov’s] 

pleased to have a high opinion of me; he’s a lackey and a mean soul.  A prime 

candidate when the time comes” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 120).  Ivan 

knows he is creating a lackey, as well as an instrument, though for what purpose 

he does not explain.  In the Diary of a Writer, Dostoevsky proposes that in his 

“present world,” enslavement or “lackeyism” results from a lack of moral 

authority.  Lacking any such ultimate ethical standard, people misconstrue 

liberty to mean license: 

[License] leads the overwhelming majority to nothing but 
lackeyism before another man’s thought [. . .].  But the main thing is 
that we do not know what’s good and what’s bad.  We have lost 
every instinct in this respect.  We have smashed to pieces all former 
authorities and we have not inaugurated new ones.  (Diary of a 
Writer 605) 

 
In a world without God, a world that exists “beyond good and evil,” to adopt 

Nietzsche’s phrase, the strong presume complete authority over the weaklings 

and lackeys64.   

                                                        
64 O’Connor observes this lackeyism in her personal life, when her close friend Elizabeth Hester 
rejects God and turns to Iris Murdoch.  O’Connor writes, “[Hester] doesn’t believe any longer 
that Christ is God […].  She thinks she’s at last discovered how to be herself and has at last 
accepted herself.  […] It’s as plain as the nose on her face that now she’s being Iris Murdoch, but 
it is only plain to me, not her” (The Habit of Being 459-460).  Though O’Connor attempts to correct 
her friend’s conversion to Murdoch’s thought by stressing Christianity’s protection of individual 
personhood, she fails to convince her to return to an acknowledgment of divine authority.  As 
Hester, in the eyes of O’Connor, submits to Iris Murdoch in place of God, so Smerdyakov adopts 
Ivan has his substitute authority.   
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As Ivan’s lackey, Smerdyakov fulfills Ivan’s demonic desire for the death 

of their father by committing parricide.  According to Guardini, Smerdyakov “is 

one of the most revealing characters in the novel” (71).  Half-brother and half-

son, since Fyodor rejects him as a bastard, Smerdyakov also appears half-human.  

The narrator deliberates about this subhumanness:  “We would not know 

whether to say such a creature is a man—a being in whom all goodness and all 

attractiveness is completely absent” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 71).  

Mimicking Ivan’s demonism, Smerdyakove lies, rebels, and ultimately murders.  

Leatherbarrow suggests that Dostoevsky’s narrative technique reveals demonic 

intent within Smerdyakov’s advice for Ivan to go to Chermashnia:  

In Russian the constant repetition of the word sudar’ (sir) and its 
common contraction, the hissing sibilant “-s” added as a suffix to 
the preceding word, suggests an improper conspiracy below the 
surface forms of respect, and the particles and ambiguous ‘sort of’s, 
‘somehow’s, and ‘as though’s that litter Smerdiakov’s speech serve 
to enhance its demonic suggestiveness.  (A Devil’s Vaudeville 164)  

 
Not only does his diction imply duplicity, but also the repeated hiss of the “s” of 

a serpent, who is a common image of the devil.  Leatherbarrow regards 

Smerdyakov also as a diabolical reflection of the brothers; he is their “composite 

double, the agent of the dark side of their natures, a pledge of their complicity in 

the murder of their father.  He stands before them like a hideously distorting 

mirror” (A Devil’s Vaudeville 38).  Leatherbarrow includes Alyosha and Dmitry in 

this assessment of Smerdyakov as a mirror. 
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In his interviews with Ivan, Smerdaykov admits that, as Ivan’s servant, 

and with Ivan’s guidance, he killed their father.  Ivan denies his total complicity 

in the murder, addressing Smerdyakov:  “[P]erhaps I, too, was guilty; perhaps I 

really had a secret desire for my father’s . . . death, but I swear I was not as guilty 

as you think” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 598).  Girard explains that 

mimesis of Satan “makes us unknowingly accomplices of unanimous murders, 

all the more deceived by the devil because we are not aware of our own 

complicity” (I See Satan 41).  The word “unanimous” reprises Lise’s claim that 

“everyone loves [Ivan’s] having killed his father” (The Brothers Karamazov 551), 

and it echoes Zosima’s teaching that all are “responsible for all.”  Despite the fact 

that Ivan has been imitating a murderer, he cannot imagine himself capable of 

violence.  He recognizes that “it was the devil who helped [Smerdyakov]!” (598).  

However in making such a confession, Ivan unwittingly condemns himself as the 

agent of the devil.   

 
V.  Ivan and the Devil 

While readers may accept the devil’s influence on characters such as the 

Grand Inquisitor and Smerdyakov, Dostoevsky foresaw they would hesitate to 

acknowledge the manifested devil.  Anticipating his editor’s objections to the 

devil’s visit with Ivan, Dostoevsky repeats twice within the same letter that he 

checked the possibility of such hallucinations with doctors (The Brothers 

Karamazov 768).  He records in his notebooks: “THE DEVIL.  (A psychological 
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and detailed critical explanation of Ivan Fyodorovich and the Devil’s appearing.)” 

(769).  The words “psychological” and “critical” indicate Dostoevsky’s awareness 

of his modern audience’s trepidation regarding such supernatural phenomena.  

Dostoevsky’s narrator even prefaces Ivan’s encounter with a reminder of Ivan’s 

illness:   

I am not a doctor, but yet I feel that the moment has come when I 
must inevitably give the reader some account of the nature of Ivan 
Fyodorovich’s illness.  Anticipating events I can say at least one 
thing:  he was at that moment on the very eve of an attack of brain 
fever.  (601) 

 
The brain fever provides a rational context for the diabolic encounter and 

encourages the audience’s suspension of disbelief.   

After Ivan realizes his own complicity in the murder of his father, the 

devil appears to him, sitting on his sofa in his apartment, waiting like a friend.  

Girard indicates that the devil is both “seducer and adversary.”  Traditionally, he 

is both  

true and false, illusory and real, fantastic and everyday.  Outside of 
us when we believe him to be in us, he is in us when we believe 
him outside of us.  Although he leads an existence useless and 
parasitic, he is morally and resolutely ‘Manichean.’ He offers us a 
grimacing caricature of what is worst in us.  (Resurrection from the 
Underground 131) 

 
Dostoevsky’s devil thus claims to be illusory, nothing more than a nightmare, 

but he looks like “a sponger of the best class,” a simple gentleman in hand-me-

down dress (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 602).  Dostoevsky describes the 

devil as wearing clothes from a good tailor probably thrown out by the rich years 
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ago, and with linen too dirty and trousers too tight to be fashionable.  His whole 

ensemble represents his parasitic nature.   

This demon’s genteel manner cannot obscure his dishonorable position as 

a “sponger” and a parasite.  He confesses his negative condition to Ivan:  “Here 

when I stay with you from time to time, my life gains a kind of reality.  […] What 

I dream of is becoming incarnate once for all and irrevocably” (Dostoevsky, The 

Brothers Karamazov 605).  Girard describes the devil’s parasitic nature as “totally 

mimetic, which amounts to saying nonexistent as an individual self”      (I See Satan 

42).  The devil has no being, as evil is the absence of being.  In the same manner 

as he parodies Christ, he also caricatures God’s creatures.  The devil identifies 

himself as “a phantom in life who has lost all beginning and end, and who has 

even forgotten his own name” (The Brothers Karamazov 609).  Travis Kroeker and 

Bruce Ward note that this is “a parody of the divine name revealed in Revelation, 

‘I am the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end’ (1:8, 21:6, 22:13)” (123).  

Ivan also recognizes the parody, referring to the devil as “only one side of 

[him],” “of [his] thoughts and feelings, but only the nastiest and stupidest of 

them” (The Brothers Karamazov 603-604).  The devil destroys Ivan from within, 

reflecting him like a circus mirror, distorted and caricatured.   

Beneath the caricature, however, lurks a serious danger, evil skulking in 

the wings.  Dostoevsky’s devil resembles the Russian folk черт.  Simon Franklin 

describes such a creature as “the shabby, smarmy insinuating demon [which] has 

an ancient pedigree in Orthodox demonology, and petty demons in general [are] 
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the narrative norm” (47).  In a letter to his editor, Dostoevsky demotes his devil 

to this level: “[I]t’s only a devil, a petty devil, and not Satan with ‘fallen wings’” 

(The Brothers Karamazov 768).  According to Dostoevsky’s devil, his role in this 

scheme is comedic, though humans take it “as something serious, and that is 

their tragedy” (609).  He indicates the intimate relationship in these scenes 

between the comic and tragic. 

Instead of a fiery, Miltonic vision, Dostoevsky’s devil appears as a funny, 

old Russian gentleman wearing tight, checked trousers, making jokes and 

amusing himself with his own speeches.  Echoing the author, Ivan too mocks the 

devil.  He tells Alyosha:  “He is simply a devil—a paltry, trivial devil.  He goes to 

the baths.  If you undressed him, you’d be sure to find he had a tail, long and 

smooth like a Great Dane’s, a yard long, dun color” (The Brothers Karamazov 619).  

Ivan’s conventional description is reminiscent of Ferapont’s and Lise’s demons.  

To counter the reality of this figure, Ivan attempts to disrobe the devil and 

caricature him.   

Throughout the devil’s discussion with Ivan, the devil jokes and laughs, 

highlighting the absurdity of this scene.  He acts facetiously, relating humorous 

anecdotes, making plays on words, and mocking his host.  For example, when 

Ivan shouts the Russian expression, “The devil have rheumatism!” the devil 

responds, “Why not, if I sometimes put on fleshly form?  I put on fleshly form 

and I take the consequences.  Satan sum et nihil humanum a me alienum puto” (The 

Brothers Karamazov 606).  The first joke, in which Satan takes Ivan’s remark 
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literally, is overlooked, but Ivan is pleased by the second play on Terence’s 

motto, “I am man, nothing human is alien to me” (606), and the devil soaks up 

Ivan’s pleasure.  Then, rambling foolishly, the devil admits his original plan was, 

“as a joke,” to appear “in the figure of a retired general who had served in the 

Caucasus” (614).  Again and again, the devil attempts to make Ivan laugh with 

these stories.  At one point, he is confused about whether Ivan laughs or grows 

angry:  “You are laughing—no, you are not laughing, you are angry” (609).  To 

this remark, Ivan responds with a “smile of hatred” (609).  As the smiles and 

laughs are marked with hate, so the terrible is hidden beneath a comic veneer.   

The comic irony in the devil scene highlights Ivan’s own inconsistency.  

According to Joseph Frank, “Dostoevsky’s devil [. . .] does not preach moral 

sermons but ridicules the inconsistency between Ivan’s pangs of conscience and 

the ideas he has accepted and expounded” (The Mantle of the Prophet 678).  Frank 

sees the conflict in Ivan as primarily one between reason and faith, and Frank 

underscores the conflict between the abstract and concrete.  Ivan cannot actually 

live out the theories that he has proposed.  His idea that “all things are lawful” 

does not dissipate the guilt incurred when he colludes in an unlawful action.  

The dialogue with the devil reveals Ivan’s inconsistency; he claims to disbelieve 

in the devil, yet he attempts, like Luther, to hit him with a glass.   

“The supreme irony, of course, is that it should be the devil who 

apparently leads [Ivan] along the path to faith,” (Frank, The Mantle of the Prophet 

678).  According to both Dostoevsky and O’Connor, the devils are subservient 
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creatures, seeking their own purposes but accomplishing God’s instead.  

O’Connor underlines William James’ reference to a Guido Reni depiction of St. 

Michael with his foot on Satan’s neck in her copy of The Variety of Religious 

Experiences.  James credits the richness of the picture “to the fiend’s figure being 

there.  The richness of its allegorical meaning also is due to his being there—that 

is, the world is all the richer for having a devil in it, so long as we keep our foot upon 

his neck” (qtd. in Kinney 32).  In I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, Girard offers a 

similar elaboration on Satan’s role in the crucifixion. Because he believes that he 

is removing the Incarnate God from the kingdom of the world, Satan thinks the 

crucifixion is his victory.  However, Christ, in this instance, is not only the 

scapegoat or sacrifice, he is the High Priest65.  Thus, the greater plan of the 

crucifixion—to save all men through one death—could not have been foreseen 

by Satan.  According to Girard, “Only Satan could have set in motion the process 

of his own destruction without suspecting anything was wrong” (I See Satan 151).  

In the crucifixion story, Satan dupes himself, and plays into God’s hands.   

Throughout the Christian tradition, Satan reprises this role.  For example, 

for Julian of Norwich,66 a fourteenth century English anchorite, the vision of the 

devil acts as a catalyst that moves her towards belief in God.  Julian’s description 

of the devil is typical:  red and thin, black freckled, and with a wicked grin.  
                                                        

65 Dr. Mike Foley has pointed out this distinction in a discussion of Girard’s work. 

66 O’Connor refers to Julian in two of her book reviews, noting that in Conversations with 
Cassandra, the chapter on Julian is “one of the best in the book” (Zuber 133). 
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When a priest questions Julian about her fifteen visions, she claims they were 

hallucinations brought on by illness.  Even in the fourteenth century, the 

psychological explanation contends with supernatural ones.  Yet, the night after 

her denial, “the Fiend was at [her] throat, thrusting a visage like a young man’s 

close to [her] face” (Julian of Norwich 152).  Julian discovers the “conclusion and 

confirmation” (152) of the truthfulness of her mystic visions through the devil, 

not through the face of God.    

Though the devils in the novels of both Dostoevsky and O’Connor play 

this important function, as the authors never forget and readers should not 

ignore that he is allowed by God to engage the characters.  Ivan’s devil admits to 

serving a higher authority:  “So against the grain I serve to produce events and 

do what’s irrational because I am commanded to” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers 

Karamazov 609).  The devil asserts that he is commanded to make events happen, 

but the passive construction leaves the commander undefined.  Dostoevsky’s 

devil acknowledges that his methods encourage doubt and increase suffering, 

but they work to test and increase the faith of believers.  Though apparently 

facetious, the devil actually tells the truth to Ivan:  “I shall sow in you only a tiny 

grain of faith and it will grow into an oak tree” (The Brothers Karamazov 612).  In 

fact, the devil does test Ivan’s bit of faith in a “crucible of doubt,” as Ivan begins 

questioning his motives for unmasking Smerdyakov.  Rowan Williams writes 

that this devil continually keeps us “aware of our complex motivations and of 
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the ambiguity of appearances (ourselves to ourselves, as well as the world to our 

minds)” (72).  Thus, the devil unintentionally accomplishes God’s work in Ivan. 

The extent of Ivan’s transition from rebellion to faith remains ambiguous 

even at the conclusion of the novel.  Directly after his encounter, Ivan realizes 

that the devil “was not a dream, it all happened just now!” (Dostoevsky, The 

Brothers Karamazov 617).  He asserts the reality of the devil in front of Alyosha, 

confessing that the devil knows both Ivan’s pride and his cowardice about giving 

witness to the court.  Looking at Ivan sleeping at the end of this scene, Alyosha 

reflects, “God, in Whom [Ivan] disbelieved, and His truth were gaining mastery 

over his heart, which still refused to submit” (622).  Though not ready for 

absolute submission, Ivan does what is right; he goes to court and confesses that, 

though he is technically innocent, he is morally guilty of the murder.  Aware of 

his pride and his cowardice as revealed to him by the devil inside him, and still 

skeptical of virtue, Ivan nonetheless acts virtuously.   

When Ivan walks into the courtroom, he is described as moving slowly 

“looking at no one, and with his head bowed, as though in gloomy thought” 

(Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 650).  In these few moments, he attempts to 

overcome the devil inside of him.  After consistently answering in the negative, 

Ivan finally asserts that he knows the true murderer Smerdyakov:  “It was he, 

not my brother, who killed our father.  He murdered him and I incited him to do 

it. [. . .] Who doesn’t desire his father’s death?” (651).  While everyone believes 

him to be deranged, Ivan insists on publicly confessing.  He even confesses to the 
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reality of the devil, though this admission sends the court into hysterics.  

Clutching his head, Ivan yells, “Have you any water? Give me a drink for 

Christ’s sake!” (652).  First, the water may allude to Christ on the Cross, who 

cried out in thirst.  Second, the mention of Christ himself suggests Ivan’s move 

towards God.  Here, Ivan’s action promises future redemption for his character.   

While Ivan lies unconscious from his fever, in the next room Alyosha and 

Katerina Ivanovna discuss his condition.  Katya calls him a “hero of honor and 

conscience” because he “sacrificed himself for his brother” by plotting Dmitry’s 

escape before his conviction (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 717).  

Apparently, Ivan sought out Katya, though he believed her to be in love with 

Dmitry, and gave her money to help Dmitry escape.  Katya exclaims to Alyosha, 

“Oh, [Ivan] foresaw his illness!  He told me that [. . .] if he died or was taken 

dangerously ill, I was to save Mitya alone. [. . .]  Oh, that was a sacrifice!” (718).  

According to Katya’s testimony to Alyosha, Ivan’s final acts before his madness 

are in imitation of Christ, full of self-sacrifice.  Though neither the outcome nor 

any signs of hope are given, both Alyosha and Katya continue to speak not about 

Ivan’s final damnation but about his physical and spiritual recovery.  The hope at 

the end of this story is founded then on Ivan’s actions prior to his illness and 

confinement.   
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VI.  The Demonic in O’Connor’s Work 

Because of O’Connor’s emphasis on and preoccupation with evil, critics 

such as John Hawkes and André Bleikasten accuse her of being in the devil’s 

camp and offering a false sense of grace.  For instance, Bleikasten writes: 

In O’Connor, grace is not effusion but aggression.  It is God’s 
violence responding to Satan’s violence, divine counter terror 
fighting the mutiny of evil.  The operations of the divine and of the 
demonic are so disturbingly alike that the concept of God 
suggested by her work is in the last resort hardly more reassuring 
than her devil.  (153) 

 
Here, Bleikasten accuses O’Connor of presenting good and evil too equally, as if 

she were an outright Manichean. Yet O’Connor does not view this relationship 

between the two forces.  For her, Satan’s violence responds to God’s grace, and 

the devil “is always accomplishing ends other than his own” (The Habit of Being 

367).  O’Connor writes, “In my stories a reader will find that the devil 

accomplishes a good deal of groundwork that seems to be necessary before grace 

is effective. [. . .]  This is another mystery” (Mystery and Manners 117).  The 

mystery in O’Connor’s stories, as in Dostoevsky’s novel, is that, ironically, the 

demonic is used to effect grace.   

This either-or choice involving the divine and the demonic has repeatedly 

been identified as the central controversy of both Dostoevsky’s and O’Conor’s 

fiction.  “Believe Jesus or the devil!” the preacher Bevel calls out.  He demands, 

“Testify to one or the other!” (Collected Works 163).  Preston M. Browning, Jr. 

declares that this imperative is “central to Flannery O’Connor’s art, and it should 
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be noted that Miss O’Connor was adamant about her belief in the devil as a real, 

concrete being” (326).  Several of O’Connor’s descriptions of the demonic 

resemble Dostoevsky’s, especially her emphasis on its reality, and most 

particularly her stress on demonic authority of the autonomous self.   

When O’Connor began The Violent Bear It Away, she conceived an 

ensemble resembling The Brothers Karmazov:  “a old man, three sons, and a 

bastard grandson.”67 She eventually whittled the story down to an old man, his 

nephew Rayber, Rayber’s son Bishop, and the old man’s great-nephew Tarwater.  

Though four characters dominate the action of the plot, only one character—

Tarwater—stands at the axis of choice between following God or Satan.  His two 

rival guardians Mason Tarwater and Rayber who both want to adopt him and 

teach him how to model his life after them represent the different metaphysical 

models:  Mason is a prophet of God and Rayber the schoolteacher is, according to 

the narrator, “like the devil” (O’Connor, Collected Works 365), though not 

intentionally a demonic agent.  As in The Brothers Karamazov the demonic here is 

present from the beginning and climaxes with the actual appearance of the devil.   

In Desire, Violence, & Divinity in Modern Southern Fiction, Gary Cuiba 

undertakes a Girardian reading of The Violent Bear It Away.  He describes the 

model-disciple triangle relationship between Mason Tarwater, Rayber, and 

young Tarwater.  Detailing the various stumbling block references and their 

meaning in the novel, Cuiba calls the novel itself a “prolonged obstacle course” 
                                                        

67 160a. pp 1-7, T. em O’C, T, i, pencil. (Driggers, Dunn and Gordon 78). 
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(118).  In Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, Girard defines biblical 

scandal as “the model exerting its special form of temptation, causing attraction 

to the extent that it is an obstacle and forming an obstacle to the extent that it can 

attract” (416).  According to Cuiba, the two models in The Violent Bear It Away, 

Mason and Rayber, both attract and repel Tarwater.  Cuiba does not align Mason 

and Rayber with the metaphysical sides they represent, but his description of 

them as rival authorities parallels Girard’s account of the either-or between God 

and Satan.   

Tarwater struggles between the rival authorities of his great-uncle Mason 

and his uncle Rayber.  Cuiba notes Tarwater’s connection to both models; he 

writes, “Tarwater is Mason’s disciple in spite of himself” (227) and “Tarwater 

and Rayber grow so much to resemble each other that any apparent mark of 

difference is just a momentary pause on the whirligig of mimesis” (134).  While 

Rayber sees the old man inside Tarwater, the narrator finds resemblances 

between Rayber and Tarwater.  In fact, Tarwater himself models Rayber, which 

he acknowledges when he shouts, “My great-uncle is dead and burnt, just like 

you would have burnt him yourself!” (O’Connor, Collected Works 386).  Tarwater 

tries not to model either Mason or Rayber, yet in this unsuccessful attempt to be 

his own authority, he models the devil.  

When Mason dies, young Tarwater must decide whether to return to 

Rayber, and a stranger’s voice weighs in on his decision.  “‘Now I can do 

anything I want to,’ [Tarwater] said, softening the stranger’s voice so that he 
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could stand it” (O’Connor, Collected Works 345).  There is something malicious 

about the voice that Tarwater initially resists; he tries to lessen its grating effect.  

Yet the voice is intimately tied up with his own thoughts.  First, the voice advises 

him to be his own authority, to “do anything” that he wants to do.  The voice 

deceives him into believing that he is self-authorized, even though it commands 

him to follow.  For instance, “his friend” suggests to “Go take look at [Mason] 

and see if he’s fell off his chair,” and the boy quickly does so (353).  The friend or 

stranger, as Tarwater refers to him, is the actual authority.  Smerdyakov’s 

description of Ivan sounds like an accurate assessment of Tarwater; when he says 

to Ivan, “[Y]ou’re very proud. [. . .] [Not] having to bow to anyone—that’s what 

you most care about” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 599).  Ironically, in the 

same way that Ivan’s pride leaves him prostrate before the devil so does 

Tarwater’s pride invoke his inner demon.  Cuiba declares that O’Connor’s 

subjective narrator has misnamed Tarwater’s stranger: “Far from being alien and 

unknown, he is Tarwater’s twin” (141).  Tarwater hosts a demonic double inside 

his mind, and convinced of his own authority, he follows this demon’s orders.   

Like Dostoevsky, O’Connor introduces her devil in natural context and 

yet desires that her audience perceive his actual nature.  Cognizant of her 

audience’s likelihood to hesitate at acknowledging the supernatural, O’Connor 

admits to writing specifically for those who no longer believe in the devil.  She 

says that her own fiction shows “the action of grace in territory held largely by 

the devil [and] what I write is read by an audience which puts little stock either 
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in grace or the devil” (Mystery and Manners 118).  Thus, in The Violent Bear It 

Away O’Connor attempts to give her devil credibility by having him initially 

emerge as a face and voice in Tarwater’s mind, referring to him as the “stranger”:  

[Tarwater] didn’t search out the stranger’s face but he knew by 
now that it was sharp and friendly and wise. [. . .]  He had lost his 
dislike for the thought of the voice.  Only every now and then it 
sounded like the stranger’s voice to him.  (Collected Works 352) 

 
Though readers may reduce her stranger to a psychological abnormality, 

O’Connor told John Hawkes (Nov. 20, 1959), “I want to be certain that the Devil 

gets identified as the Devil and not simply taken for this or that psychological 

tendency” (The Habit of Being 360).   

Rationally, the devil may be explained as the product of Tarwater’s inner 

turmoil, at least at the beginning of the novel.  However, the devil in The Violent 

Bear It Away, like the devil of Scripture, is legion.  He appears first in Tarwater’s 

mind, then in the person of Meeks, often in Rayber’s voice, and finally in the 

lavender-suited rapist.  Cuiba writes, “Seen so often, the stranger casts a 

hallucinatory aura over The Violent Bear It Away so that everywhere there is 

mimicked and mirrored his two-faced look” (144).  As in The Brothers Karamazov, 

the demonic presence pervades The Violent Bear It Away. 

Often considered by critics and by O’Connor herself68 as a precursor to the 

final demonic driver, Meeks the copper flue salesman picks up Tarwater as a 

                                                        
68 To John Hawkes 20 Nov 1959: “I had meant for Meeks and the pervert at the end to 

take on the form of Tarwater’s Friend, and when I had set out I had in mind that Rayber would 
echo all his friend’s sentiments in a form that the reader would identify himself with . . . made 
him a caricature” (The Habit of Being 359). 
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hitchhiker after Tarwater burns his uncle’s property.  O’Connor describes Meeks 

as a “thin fellow with a narrow face that appeared to have been worn down to 

the sharpest possible depressions” (Collected Works 362).  A careful craftswoman 

with her diction, O’Connor denotes want and lack in her depiction with words 

such as “thin,” “narrow,” and “depression.”  Thus, she connects Meek’s 

appearance with demonic privation.  Moreover, the sharpness of Meeks’s face 

recalls medieval engravings of devils with pointed chins.  Meeks wears a hat 

“used by business men who would like to look like cowboys” (362), in order to 

suggest his counterfeit nature.  Though not intentionally in demonic service, 

Meeks imitates the devil in his attempt to corrupt Tarwater.  Similar to Rayber’s 

misuse of the term “Charity,” Meeks blabbers about “love” without meaning 

agape or caritas.  For Meeks, “love” equals sentimentality or false sincerity:  “[I]t 

had been his personal experience that you couldn’t sell a copper flue to a man 

you didn’t love. [. . .]  He said love was the only policy that worked 95% of the 

time” (362).  Meeks’ form of love is not an end in itself but a means to sell flues.  

He gives an impression of compassion to use people, as he advises Tarwater, 

“And that’s the way it ought to be in this world—nobody owing nobody 

nothing” (362).  Like Tarwater’s stranger, Meeks proposes self-centeredness and 

self-authority.   

While Meeks heralds the appearance of Tarwater’s stranger, Rayber is the 

demonic echo.  Rayber has his counterpart in O’Connor’s “The Lame Shall Enter 

First,” where a psychiatrist named Sheppard has a son Norton with whom he has 
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little relationship, and so he seeks to educate a belligerent juvenile delinquent 

named Rufus Johnson.  O’Connor considered the story a failure because, as she 

writes to John Hawkes (Feb. 6, 1962), “In this one [story], I’ll admit that the 

Devil’s voice is my own” (The Habit of Being 464).  Hawkes’ theory was that 

O’Connor, like Blake’s Milton, was of the Devil’s party69 without knowing it.  A 

few months before this letter to Hawkes, she defended herself as not being a 

secret sympathizer with the Devil.  She writes (Nov. 28, 1961) that the story is 

“about one of Tarwater’s terrible cousins, a lad named Rufus Johnson, and it will 

add fuel to your theory” (456).  In the same way that Rayber believes he can save 

Tarwater through reason and education, Sheppard believes he will save Rufus 

Johnson.  He tries to overcome the foolishness of his grandfather’s faith, 

suggesting, “Maybe I can explain your devil to you” (Collected Works 601).  

Because Rufus is more intelligent than Sheppard’s own son, Sheppard holds him 

in higher regard.  Sheppard mimics Satan, and Rufus accuses him, “Satan has 

you in his power” (The Habit of Being 477).  O’Connor’s story ends with 

Sheppard’s sudden turn from the demonic which he sees “leering at him from 

the eyes of Johnson” (Collected Works 632).   

When O’Connor then gives the devil credit for “The Lame Shall Enter 

First,” or admits to “giving the devil his due” with Rayber (The Habit of Being 

                                                        
69 To John Hawkes 20 Nov 1959: “I had meant for Meeks and the pervert at the end to 

take on the form of Tarwater’s Friend, and when I had set out I had in mind that Rayber would 
echo all his friend’s sentiments in a form that the reader would identify himself with [. . .] made 
him a caricature” (The Habit of Being 359). 
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352), she highlights her own difficulty in depicting these characters.  For 

O’Connor, creating Rayber was a “stumbling block,” as she admits to John 

Hawkes (Oct. 6, 1959):  “I spent most of the seven years on Rayber” (353). Cuiba 

writes, “In stumbling over Rayber, O’Connor was feeling what it was like to be 

blocked by the kind of negative double that continually captivates all of her 

models and disciples in The Violent Bear It Away” (128).  Though she failed with 

Sheppard, O’Connor overcomes the problem with Rayber.  In other manuscripts 

of The Violent Bear It Away Rayber smiles at the drowning of his son, but 

O’Connor leaves the ending more ambiguous.  She writes (Oct. 31, 1959), “I 

would have liked for [Rayber] to be saved, and it is ambiguous whether he may 

be or not” (The Habit of Being 357).  By allowing for the possibility of redemption, 

O’Connor keeps Rayber from being reduced to a caricature of the demonic.   

Rayber should not be conflated with the devil, but he does mimic him.  

Aping Christ, as the devil does, Rayber tells Tarwater, “You need to be saved 

right here now from the old man and everything he stands for.  And I’m the one 

who can save you” (Collected Works 438).  O’Connor’s narrator describes him 

ironically as a “fanatical country preacher” (438), though Rayber attempts to be 

anything but a preacher.  Rayber desires to provide Tarwater salvation through 

rationalistic science and enlightenment:  “[G]etting out from under the old man 

is just like coming out of the darkness into the light” (389).  In these words, 

Rayber twists John 1:9 where Christ is called the “true light that gives light to 

every man.”  Rayber misidentifies the light, for I John 2:10 declares, “Whoever 
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loves his brother lives in the light and there is nothing in him to make him 

stumble.”  Rayber struggles to love his nephew.  He feels divided between his 

rational self and his violent self, though the two selves are sides of the same self.  

Against his rational self, the “violent self incline[s] him to see the boy [Tarwater] 

as an enemy and he [knows] that nothing would hinder his progress with the 

case so much as giving into such an inclination” (417).  Despite his rational 

approach to his violent longings, Rayber objectifies Tarwater, calling him a 

“case” who focuses more on his own “progress” than on the good of Tarwater.  

Cuiba describes Rayber as the most violent of the characters: “Rayber ultimately 

believes in the divinity of violence that he imagines himself as foreswearing” 

(131).  At one point Rayber even attempts to drown his son Bishop.  Rayber’s 

violent desires betray not only that he lives in darkness, but that by choosing 

such darkness, he imitates Satan.   

In “The Partridge Festival,” the main character mimics Satan by 

parodying Christ’s words.  Calhoun, who is writing an exposé on a mass 

murderer, says, “Know the truth [. . .] and the truth shall make you free” 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 424).  Yet Calhoun will not uncover the “truth” but 

decide it, for he and Mary Elizabeth have convinced themselves that the mass 

murderer named Singelton is a man “who is willing to suffer for the right to be 

himself” (423).  Guided by their misconception of justice, which to them means 

the right of an individual to be himself, the two undertake a trip to visit 

Singelton in the state mental hospital.  As they approach the hospital where 
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Singelton is committed, Mary Elizabeth quotes Dante, unaware of the spiritual 

truth behind her words.  She says, “Abandon all hope ye who enter here” (439), 

not realizing that the hell they are approaching is embodied in Singelton himself.   

For both of them, Singelton is a superman who has been victimized by the 

weak townspeople.  Mary Elizabeth even brings Thus Spake Zarathustra to him, 

expecting him to be a Nietzschean hero.  To be permitted to visit him, they 

pretend to be his “kin.”  Unfortunately, Singelton is not a man-god but a 

madman who leers lustfully at Mary Elizabeth and who flashes his naked body 

before both of them.  This encounter with an evil one makes them flee from the 

room—the truth has been exposed.  O’Connor informs John Hawkes (June 22, 

1961) that Singelton is “one of those devils who go about piercing pretensions, 

not the devil who goes about like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour” 

(The Habit of Being 443).  Rather than follow the policy for concealment, this 

demon enjoys “the pleasing results of direct terrorism,” as Lewis puts it in The 

Screwtape Letters (31).  This stunt would place Singleton on the lower rung of 

O’Connor’s “hierarchy of devils” (443).   

 While Calhoun and Mary Elizabeth escape violation by the devil that they 

had toyed with, Tarwater encounters a devouring devil.  Cuiba writes, “Having 

allowed this double to possess his soul when he did violence to Bishop, the 

fourteen year old finds that his consort now return to posses his flesh in erotic 

violation” (155).  The young Tarwater is victimized in the flesh by the evil one 

whom he has allowed to victimize his soul.  As long as the devil remained 
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merely a voice inside his head, it could be conflated with his own authority.  

However, when the devil is manifested in a person and takes sexual advantage 

of the drugged and unconscious Tarwater, the reader understands the demonic 

identity of the voice.   

 Just as in The Brothers Karamazov, the devil has visited Ivan several times 

before the encounter that the reader witnesses, so also in The Violent Bear It Away 

the devil’s visits increase slowly into this full reality—as if O’Connor were 

recalling Dostoevsky’s tactic.  Ivan first indicates his history with the devil by 

defining the cold he feels when entering the room as “a recollection, or more 

exactly, a reminder of something agonizing and revolting that was in that room 

now, at that moment, and had been there before” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers 

Karamazov 601).  Foreseeing this encounter, Ivan smiles with angry anticipation 

as though confronting a well-known foe.  He informs the devil, “You won’t drive 

me to fury as you did last time” (603, writer emphasis) and in the same paragraph 

refers again to “last time”:  “I sometimes don’t see you and don’t even hear your 

voice as I did last time, but I always guess at what you are prating” (603, writer 

emphasis).  He twice mentions a previous encounter to which the reader has not 

been privy.  Dostoevsky suggests that the encounters may have begun with the 

devil as only a voice and developed into the full form now experienced.  

Through Ivan’s experience with the devil, Dostoevsky emphasizes how evil 

intensifies, how it becomes more and more expected, and ultimately dominates 

more and more of a person’s existence. 
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Analogously, O’Connor’s devil in The Violent Bear It Away also develops, 

progressing from a vague face and strange voice to violet eyes constantly 

piercing Tarwater to full embodiment in the lavender-suited man.  When 

Tarwater climbs into the stranger’s car, “an unpleasant sensation that he [can] 

not place [comes] over him,” as he recognizes this paradoxically familiar stranger 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 469).  Tarwater thinks, “There was something familiar 

to him in the look of the stranger but he could not place where he had seen him 

before” (469).  Like the stranger in Tarwater’s mind, this stranger also wears a 

panama hat.  At the beginning of the novel, the hat obscures the stranger’s eyes, 

but when Tarwater drowns Bishop, he beholds their violet color.  The driver, too, 

has violet eyes, though O’Connor describes them here as “the same color as his 

shirt” (469), as well as the same color of his car.  O’Connor calls him “old-looking 

young man,” giving him a timeless quality, but she also makes him like the 

living-dead with pale skin and “deep hollows under his cheekbones” (469).  Like 

Dostoevsky’s old Russian gentleman, this figure looks like a parasite.  

Furthermore, like Dostoevsky’s devil, O’Connor’s devil is ridiculous, appearing 

in a lavender suit that coordinates with his lavender-colored car.  He speaks 

colloquially, using “shaw” and “ain’t,” rambling on superfluously, also like 

Dostoevsky’s devil, enamored with his own voice.   

Both stories acknowledge the devil “could take on any look that suited 

him” (O’Connor, Collected Works 365).  Earlier, Dostoevsky’s devil mentions he 

could have come as a general, so why does Tarwater’s devil come in this 
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manner?  The seemingly simple, yet venomous, statements by the devil reveal 

the purpose for his form.  For example, when he foolishly says to Tarwater, 

“That’s all a prophet is good for—to admit somebody else is an ass or a whore” 

(355), he is playing off Tarwater’s own desire to avoid prophecy.  Dostoevsky’s 

devil treats Ivan similarly, repeating his own thoughts back to him.  While 

Dostoevsky and O’Connor each portray a devil who is, as Dorothy Sayers writes 

in “The Faust Legend and the Idea of the Devil,” “ultimately a fool as well as a 

villain” (174).  Each devil is only as foolish and villainous as its host. 

While Tarwater focuses throughout the novel on avoiding the contrary 

summons of his models, he ultimately imitates them both.  Therefore, after he 

accepts only himself and thereby unknowingly adopts the devil as his model, the 

self-deceived Tarwater becomes more demonic.  He has convinced himself that 

could be his own authority, but these lies have encouraged the demonic presence 

within him to the extent that, in a moment of demonic imitation, he drowns 

Bishop.  Cubia notes, “Whereas the youth imitates Mason’s desire in wanting to 

baptize Bishop, he comes to mimic Rayber’s desire in wanting to kill Bishop” 

(133).  Ultimately, Tarwater models not only Mason but also Rayber; he cannot 

escape his models and their influence. 

Similarly, in “The Comforts of Home” Thomas deceives himself into 

believing that he is his own authority.  However, he is possessed by the demonic, 

who disguises himself as the ghost of Thomas’ father.  As reasonable as Ivan or 

Rayber, Thomas considers his mother’s charity toward a suicidal teenage girl as 
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irrational:  “She proceeded always from the tritest considerations [. . .] into the 

most foolhardy engagements with the devil, whom, of course, she never 

recognized” (O’Connor, Collected Works 575).  Though O’Connor’s narrator 

quickly follows this assessment with an observation:  “The devil for Thomas was 

a manner of speaking” (575), rather than belief in personified evil.  Here, Thomas 

has hold of the wrong devil.  Like Tarwater deceiving himself, Thomas has also 

duped himself.  Moreover, like Fyodor, he revels in demonic parody:  “But when 

virtue got out of hand with her, as now, a sense of devils grew upon him, and 

these were not mental quirks in himself or the old lady, they were denizens with 

personalities, present though not visible, who might any moment be expected to 

shriek or rattle a pot” (576).  Thomas, then, who believes in moderate good and 

evil, mixes modern rationalism with comic appreciation of caricatured demons.   

When Thomas’ mother adopts the orphaned teen Sarah Ham, who calls 

herself Star Drake, his father’s voice begins haunting him.  Though Thomas “had 

not been able to endure [his father] in life,” (O’Connor, Collected Works 577) a fact 

that reveals his rejection of parental authority, he follows the authoritative 

directions of his father’s ghost.  Thomas reveals his openness to demonic 

possession when he absentmindedly “ask[s] himself what the attitude of God 

was to this, meaning if possible to adopt it” (580).  The phrase lays itself open to 

ambiguity:  could he be considering how to imitate God rather than parody him?  

However, Thomas follows this thought with a list of ways to “get rid” of Sarah 

Ham, revealing the triumph of demonic sovereignty. 
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Moreover, like Ivan’s and Tarwater’s devils who begin as voices and gain 

strength, so too does Thomas’ father gain presence.  At first merely a voice in 

Thomas’ head, the old man “appeared to have taken up his station in Thomas’s 

mind and from there, usually squatting, he shot out the same rasping 

suggestion” (O’Connor, Collected Works 585).  Superficially, it is interesting that 

the man wears a panama hat, as does Tarwater’s devil.  O’Connor describes him 

in further detail as “small, wasp-like, in his yellowed panama hat, his seersucker 

suit, his pink carefully-soiled shirt, his small string tie” (395).  By this point in the 

story, Thomas has submitted to his “father,” the demon in his head, and he has 

visited the sheriff and attempted to hide a pistol in the girl’s handbag.  In 

devising this fraudulent scheme, the demon-possessed Thomas finally follows 

his father’s command to fire the gun.  In this deadly action, Thomas reveals his 

true father, the father of lies, who was a murderer from the beginning.   

Tarwater comes to a happier conclusion than Thomas, with more hope for 

redemption than even Ivan has.  After Tarwater is sexually victimized, he sets 

the ground on fire “until the fire was eating greedily at the evil ground, burning 

every spot the stranger could have touched” (O’Connor, Collected Works 472).  

This purging of evil by fire recalls Deuteronomy 4:24: “For the Lord your God is 

a consuming fire, a jealous God.”  Over the course of the narrative, Tarwater has 

been struggling between choosing God or Satan and now, in imitation of the true 

God, he burns out the enemy and is refined by fire.  Running out from the 

burning woods, he sees immediately the “road home, ground that had been 
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familiar to him since his infancy but now it looked like strange and alien 

country” (473).  Tarwater is returning home, becoming again like a child, yet a 

new child.  The world looks different because he has received revelation:  “His 

scorched eyes no longer looked hollow. [. . .]  They looked as if, touched with a 

coal like the lips of the prophet, they would never be used for ordinary sights 

again” (473).  Now accepting his call to be a prophet, Tarwater’s eyes changed.  

As Buford notices, “Nothing seemed alive about the boy but his eyes [. . .] 

[which] appeared to see something coming in the distance” (477).  He has 

prophetic vision.  Like his uncle before him who used to wander in the woods 

and return with “fire in his eyes” (334), so Tarwater now has such a fire burning 

within him.   

 Previously, Tarwater had replaced his great-uncle’s authority with his 

own authority.  Now he throws himself to the ground, and he listens to the 

divine command: “GO WARN THE CHILDREN OF GOD OF THE TERRIBLE 

SPEED OF MERCY” (O’Connor, Collected Works 478).  The command is not 

shouted at him, but comes as quietly as the voice that whispered to Elijah.  In 

imitation of Moses, another Old Testament prophet, Tarwater smears dirt from 

his great-uncle’s grave like ashes upon his forehead, and walks forward “without 

looking back” (478).  The commandment not to look back is given to Lot and his 

family in Genesis and echoed by Dante as he enters Purgatory.  Tarwater’s 

mission imitates not merely the prophets before him, but more importantly the 

fatherhood of God.  Like a child, Tarwater has returned to his divine Father, and 
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in imitation of the Father, he goes out to wake the sleeping “children of God” 

(478).   

 
VII.  Conclusion 

Dostoevsky and O’Connor compose devils that are not merely 

psychological hallucinations or base self-reflections, but rather are nonentities 

who receive being by feeding off willing hosts such as Ivan and Tarwater.  Yet at 

the same time that these characters comply with the devil, they also oppose him.  

While the devil attempts to mask his existence, his hosts reveal him, even if 

inadvertently.  O’Connor and Dostoevsky unmask the devil who has hidden 

under the guise of the triumphant and omnipotent self.  They write for an 

audience who would not recognize the devil, even if he appeared before their 

face, especially not in their own reflections.  For this audience, Delbanco notes, 

“the repertoire of evil has never been richer.  Yet never have our responses been 

so weak.  We have no language for connecting our inner lives with the horrors 

that pass before our eyes in the outer world” (3).  The previous century has 

suffered from removal of the devil as a true descriptor of experience.  

Dostoevsky and O’Connor create real terrors, rather than symbols, which reveal 

the demonic model for selfish desires.  By showing readers his face in their 

novels, Dostoevsky and O’Connor hope to expose the devil and moreover all his 

evil tricks. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Conclusion 

 
Authoritative Liberation 

 
“Christ offer[s] us an authoritative liberation.” –Rowan Williams70 

The choice to submit to divine or demonic authority does not present itself 

only once, nor is it merely a choice between two actions with succeeding 

consequences.  Rather the choice requires a lifelong commitment to one of two 

radically alternative ways of living.  Rowan Williams characterizes the choices in 

this way:  

they are recognitions that the world is finally like this and not like 
that: that the world is either the product of divine abundance, 
marked above all by excess, by new possibility, by grace or mercy 
in simple theological terms, or the product of chance or even of an 
all-generating subjectivity, in which there is no more in the way of 
ultimate resource than can be provided by an unconstrained 
capacity for self-assertion. (236) 

 
According to Williams, either we live in gracious obedience to the self-giving 

God or else we live as autonomous selves attempting to assert our wills over a 

universe of chance.  Dostoevsky and O’Connor create stories where this choice is 

ever present before the characters: to reject God with defiant self-assertion and 

thus, under demonic enslavement, perpetuate human violence; or else to obey 

                                                        
70 Dostoevsky: Language, Faith, and Fiction 236 
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Him, in spite of not entirely understanding, by imitating His own life in love and 

freedom.   

In the works of Dostoevsky and O’Connor, while the rejection of God as 

the sovereign model perpetuates demonic violence, grace also intrudes through 

violence. In addition to sinful violence, O’Connor and Dostoevsky depict violent 

grace.  They reveal that the human proclivity for a satanic violence extends 

outwards towards others, but also the redemptive violence that should turn 

inwards upon the sinful self.  In the first case, the demonic desire for autonomy 

issues in both outward and inward destruction. In the latter, the renunciation of 

such desire produces a painful ascesis that promotes the kingdom of love. 

 
I. Two Types of Violence 

According to René Girard, the mimetic nature of human beings, in 

conjunction with their fallenness, predisposes them towards violence.  Since 

Cain’s murder of Abel, humans have perpetually engaged in cycles of mimetic 

rivalry that culminate in murder.  Yet each generation denies its violent nature, 

refuses to see its culpability, and thus reproduces its successor’s mistakes.  

Girard explains, “The sons believe they can express their independence of the 

fathers by condemning them, that is, by claiming to have no part in the murder. 

But by virtue of this very fact, they unconsciously imitate and repeat the acts of 

their fathers” (Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World 160).  Ironically, the 

sons imitate their fathers in the very attempt not to model them.  
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Girard asserts that children model Satan because they model their parents 

who modeled Satan. Every child inherits the sins of the parent, including the lie 

that denies such inheritance. Neither father nor the son admits guilt, and so the 

violence continues.  Girard convicts everyone: “To be a son of Satan is the same 

thing as being the son of those who have killed their prophets since the 

foundation of the world” (Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World 161). 

Satan enslaves people with the lie that they have not sinned, and that they have 

no blood on their hands.  Dostoevsky’s Ivan and O’Connor’s Rayber, for 

example, live as though they are exempt from such violence: both deny their 

culpability in the murder of their father and son, respectively.  

To expose this falsehood, O’Connor and Dostoevsky create stories that act 

as illumining mirrors to such satanic deceit.  Dostoevsky shows that Ivan’s hate 

for his father Fyodor is a deflected desire to slay God the Father. When 

Smerdyakov kills Fyodor, Dostoevsky demonstrates Ivan’s complicity in this 

parricidal and theological murder. In “The Comforts of Home,” for instance, 

Thomas does not consider himself a violent person, yet his hate towards Sarah 

Ham intensifies until he fires a gun at her. Unfortunately, he unintentionally 

slays his mother, and the violent accident betrays Thomas’s natural disposition. 

O’Connor often illustrates Girard’s assertion, “Not to love one’s brother and to 

kill him are the same thing” (Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World 214).  

John Desmond writes, “O’Connor knew well that what must be emphasized and 

exposed is the interior disposition to violence which creates and directs outward 
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actions” (“Violence and the Christian Mystery” 130). In their fiction, both 

Dostoevsky and O’Connor attempt to exhibit the violent consequences of 

rejecting divine authority. 

In his admirable concern for the tortured children, Ivan declines God’s 

seemingly unjust kingdom of love.  But in so doing, he gives himself over to 

another kingdom of satanic destruction.  Girard explains that this refusal means 

he is “refusing the knowledge that Jesus bears—refusing the knowledge of 

violence and all its works” (Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World 208).  

Ironically, the Karamazov who most prides himself on his intellect chooses 

ignorance about this matter.  While Ivan unwittingly adopts citizenship in the 

kingdom of violence, he soon discovers Satan is its dictator.  His painful 

encounters with a devil propel him into madness, but it proves to be a madness 

of purgation.  The hope for Ivan rests in the biblical epigraph to the novel, 

“Verily, verily, I say unto you, except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and 

die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit” (John 12:24).  If 

Ivan’s seed has fallen here, then there is hope for him yet to bear spiritual fruit.  

In answer to the nihilistic violence of humans, O’Connor offers the violent 

intrusions of divine grace. Gary Ciuba writes, “Violence is grace for O’Connor, 

grace is violent, and art is both. O’Connor believed that the extremes of her 

fiction might bring not only her characters but also her readers to revelation” 

(“Like a Boulder” 15). Grace intrudes upon O’Connor’s characters, often 

violently. For example, in The Violent Bear It Away Mason begins his ministry 



 

 195 

furiously preaching the destruction of the world, then one morning “the 

destruction he had been waiting for had fallen in his own brain and his own 

body” (Collected Works 332). O’Connor offers a vision of God here burning away 

Mason’s rage. As Ciuba notes, “God desires not the end of the world but the end 

of Mason’s world—which is to say, the end of his wrath” (“Like a Boulder 8). The 

wounding revelation purges Mason of his violence. 

O’Connor’s title for The Violent Bear It Away is drawn from Matthew 11:12, 

“The kingdom of God suffers violence, and the violent bear it away.” Biblical 

scholars offer various interpretations of this passage, attempting to account for a 

nonviolent God’s seeming affirmation here of violence.  According to O’Connor, 

the “violent” of whom Christ speaks are ascetics (March 16, 1960): “That this 

[verse] is [about] the violence of love, of giving more than the law demands of an 

asceticism like John the Baptist’s […]—all this is overlooked” (The Habit of Being 

382)71.  In the novel, Tarwater initially rejects Christ, and when he murders 

Bishop, he succumbs to demonic temptation—yet with divine grace acting even 

in this violent rejection of it, since he also baptizes Bishop in drowning him.  

Then, after being raped by the demonic stranger, who has both subtly and 

violently assaulted him throughout the novel, Tarwater is purged.  He joins the 

tradition of John the Baptist, turning his violence in upon his self.  Desmond 

                                                        
71 She credits her interpretation to St. Thomas and St. Augustine in another letter (July 25, 

1959): “The violent are not natural. St. Thomas’s gloss on this verse is that the violent Christ is 
here talking about represent those ascetics who straining against mere nature. St. Augustine 
concurs” (The Habit of Being 343).  
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outlines the choice in O’Connor’s fiction thus: “whether to accept the message of 

Jesus and turn the violence inward against their ‘natural’ selves for the sake of 

membership in the kingdom of love (charity) preached by Jesus or to follow the 

kingdom of violence to its inevitable consequences” (“Violence and the Christian 

Mystery” 137). 

 
II. Imitating Christ by Embracing God’s World 

 Imitating Christ is the only way to overcome the satanic mimesis, for only 

Christ provides a self-emptying model, thus ceasing the cycle of rivalry.  

According to Girard, “Following Christ means giving up mimetic desire” (Things 

Hidden Since the Foundation of the World 431).  As Christ says, “Whoever finds his 

life will lose it and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 

10:39).  Freedom paradoxically accompanies surrender when the authority is sin-

releasing Christ. The alternative to the kingdom of violence is the kingdom of 

love, in which God’s children imitate His Son.  

 For Dostoevsky and O’Connor, the choice between models arises most 

clearly when people confront suffering. Ralph Wood associates Dostoevsky’s and 

O’Connor’s responses to this problem: “Like Dostoevsky, O’Connor attempts no 

intellectual answer to the problem of evil. […] Instead, she is concerned about 

our proper response to inexplicable horrors suffered by the world’s wretches” 

(Flannery O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South 196). While neither author may 
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sufficiently explain the coexistence of a just God in an unjust world, they believe 

purpose and meaning are to be found in suffering.  As René Girard declares: 

However large a part of ‘sound and fury signifying nothing’ there 
may be in public and private suffering, in the anguish of mental 
patients, in the deprivations of the poor and in the rivalries of 
politics, these things are not lacking in significance, if only because 
at each moment they are open to the ironic reversal of the judgment 
against the judge that recalls the implacable functioning of the 
gospel law in our world. (Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the 
World 446) 

 
The temptation to deny meaning in misfortune is powerful, but Girard cautions 

people against accepting this response.  While pain appears meaningless, it can 

be made to reclaim its significance insofar as the gospel inverts notions of defeat 

and victory.  The sufferers, those who seem most defeated by the world, actually 

receive the victory.   

When considered in light of Christ’s redemptive suffering, human misery 

is not meaningless.  O’Connor writes, “I believe that everybody, through 

suffering, takes part in Redemption” (Collected Works 921).  Sykes acknowledges 

this aspect of O’Connor’s work:  “[O]ne of the bracing first principles of 

O’Connor’s work is that suffering is good, not evil, as long as that suffering is 

identified with the redemptive suffering of Christ” (42).  Sykes continues, 

“Innocent suffering, serving as an imitation of Christ, provides the Incarnational 

basis in current human life for our participation in the ongoing drama of 

salvation” (57).   
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On the other hand, Stanley Hauerwas argues that Christians should not 

conflate all suffering with that of Christ:  

Christians are under no obligation to interpret all their misfortunes 
by identifying them with Christ’s cross [for] such identification can 
be self-deceptive [and] more importantly, it can trivialize Christ’s 
cross by making it a generalized symbol of the inexplicably of 
suffering.  (Naming the Silences 86) 72 

 
Hauerwas suggests that Christ’s agony should not be downgraded in order to 

uplift human anguish.  Instead, sufferers may entreat Christ to reveal His 

example for how to accept their pain, and then “imitate Christ by bearing 

sufferings patiently and without cursing God or neighbor” (88).  Rather than 

asking why suffering occurs, the question should be how to respond to it.   

In addition to Christ, Job is a biblical model commonly associated with 

suffering. When Job protests his agony, God replies with a series of questions 

that remind Job of his place in the universe.  He asks whether Job can make the 

sun rise or the tide recede.  Essentially, God asks Job, “Who is like God?” After 

asserting His sovereignty over creation, God demands that Job answer His 

question: “Will you disannul my judgment? Will you condemn me so that you 

may be righteous?” (Job 40:8).  According to God in this story, not understanding 

His ways does not validate rebellion.  Finally, Job accepts God as sovereign and 

humbly confesses, “I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful 

for me to know” (Job 42:3).  

                                                        
72 Hauerwas develops these points further in Suffering Presence: Theological reflections on 

Medicine, Church, and the Mentally Handicapped. (Notre Dame: Notre Dame UP, 1986). 
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While Job never receives a rationally satisfying answer from God, he is 

humbled by the drastic theophany he is given.  O’Connor was worried that too 

many Christians seek to bypass the anguished doubt of Job.  “We Catholics,” she 

confesses, “are very much given to the Instant Answer” (Mystery and Manners 

184).  Unfortunately, fiction, like life, “doesn’t have any.  It leaves us, like Job, 

with a renewed sense of mystery” (185).  Dostoevsky’s Father Zosima 

understands this mystery, and O’Connor’s Mrs. Ruby Turpin eventually learns 

by way of an eschatological vision akin to Job’s.  

For Dostoevsky, Ivan’s rational points could only be refuted with a 

narrative example.  Dostoevsky hoped his depiction of Zosima would provide an 

adequate response to Ivan’s argument.  In an 1879 letter, he calls the tale “the 

answer to that whole negative side” (The Brothers Karamazov 761).  He planned for 

Zosima’s story to “compel [nay-sayers] to recognize that a pure, ideal Christian is 

not something abstract but is graphically real, possible, obviously present, and 

that Christianity is the sole refuge for the Russian land from all its woes” (The 

Brothers Karamazov 760).  “Nay-sayers,” as Dostoevsky labels those who concur 

with Ivan, have a tendency toward abstraction, which Dostoevsky counters with 

a concrete description of Zosima’s Christianity.  

 Following Ivan’s litany of tortured children, Dostoevsky recalls the story 

of Job in Zosima’s hagiography.  Frank connects Ivan’s protest to Job’s:  

No Judeo-Christian reader can help but think of the Book of Job in 
this connection [. . .].  Although there is no explicit reference to Job 
in the notes for these chapters, his name appears three times in 
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other sections; and Father Zosima will narrate the story of Job, 
stressing its consolatory conclusion in his departing words.  (429) 

 
Recounting the story with tears, Zosima exclaims, “And how much that is great, 

mysterious and unfathomable there is in it!” (The Brothers Karamazov 270). 

Zosima’s delight in Job’s suffering would seem uncaring if it had not succeeded a 

story of his own grief for his dead brother.   

When Mrs. Turpin complains of her misery, she refers to herself as Job: 

“[A]s if she was defending her innocence to invisible guests who were like the 

comforters of Job, reasonable-seeming but wrong” (Collected Works 648).  After 

this lament against divine authority, she receives a revelation.  Mrs. Turpin sees 

souls climbing the ladder to heaven with herself and her husband in the back of 

the line behind all of those lower class people she has despised.  According to 

Susan Srigley, Ruby Turpin’s revelation cleanses her of her proud autonomy:  

“Purgatory, or a purgatorial vision, as Ruby experiences it and St. Catherine 

describes it, is the cleansing of the soul from self-love in order to know the self 

more truly in relation to God” (138).  In imitation of Christ’s self-emptying, Mrs. 

Turpin experiences purgation from self-love.   

 
III. Imitating Christ by Embracing the Suffering Children 

In her introduction to A Memoir of Mary Ann, O’Connor elaborates on the 

choice that Nathaniel Hawthorne makes between embracing and rejecting a 

suffering child.  Hawthorne’s daughter Rose founded the order of nuns under 

whose care Mary Ann was placed until she died.  For O’Connor’s purposes, she 
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recounts both Hawthorne’s experience and fictional representation of meeting “a 

wretched and rheumy child, so awful-looking that [Hawthorne] could not decide 

what sex it was” (Collected Works 824).  This miserable “it” reaches out to 

Hawthorne, who faces the choice of whether or not to pick up the child.  In the 

fictional encounter in Our Old Home, Hawthorne describes the protagonist 

undergoing a “struggle in his mind,” and in his autobiographical account, he 

calls the struggle “my undesirable burden.”  For Hawthorne, the choice to 

embrace the child was neither clear nor easy.  He struggles between disgust and 

pity, but he admits, in his notebooks published posthumously by his wife, “I 

should never have forgiven myself if I had repelled its advances” (825).  This 

encounter with the child forces Hawthorne to choose between embrace and 

rejection of suffering.  Near the end of her essay, O’Connor calls his choice “a 

small act of Christlikeness” (228).  Hawthorne also connects this choice with 

Christ, for in his fictional account, he describes it as affecting the protagonist’s 

“final salvation” (218).  O’Connor and Hawthorne recognize this embrace as an 

imitation of Christ, and in both accounts, Hawthorne writes that he acted 

towards the child like a father.  Choosing to embrace the suffering child is, by the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, an imitation of both the Son and the Father. 

Like Hawthorne who twice recounts his embrace of the suffering child, 

Dostoevsky records an encounter with a suffering child in two separate accounts, 

one autobiographical and one fictional.  Though Hawthorne fictionalizes his 

autobiographical experience, the facts remain the same. When Dostoevsky 
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visited London in 1863, he was accosted by a six-year-old girl. Touched by her 

despair, Dostoevsky records the encounter autobiographically in his journal, as 

well as in a fictional version “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man.”  In contrast to 

Dostoevsky, who gave money to the poor girl, the ridiculous man stamps his foot 

and shouts at her as though she were a dog.  She immediately flees, searching for 

someone to help her.  The ridiculous man, later recalling this incident, asserts 

that this poor child saved his life:  “I was going to shoot myself. [. . .] And I 

should of course have shot myself, had it not been for the little girl” (Best Short 

Stories 268).  The ridiculous man does not help the despairing girl, nor does his 

salvation appease her pain.  Thus may there be something deeply ridiculous 

about his final affirmation: “The main thing is to love your neighbor as 

yourself—that is the main thing, and that is everything, for nothing else matters.  

Once you do that, you will discover how everything can be arranged” (285).  The 

last line of the story is, “А ту маленькую девочку я отыскал. [. . .] И пойду! И 

пойду!” (“And—I found that little girl. [. . .] And I shall go on!  I shall go on!”) 

(285).  In embracing the suffering child, the ridiculous man discovers life.  

O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s examples of people embracing real children 

are instances of “active love.”  While Ivan theoretically loves the abused children, 

his love does not lead him to action. However, Alyosha imitates Christ by 

embracing the children around him. As Girard perceives, “The same reasons that 

distance the rebel from Christ impel those open to love toward him.  Alyosha 

well knows that the pain he experiences at the thought of the suffering children 
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comes from Christ himself” (Resurrection from the Underground 135). Like Christ, 

who gathers the children to him in the New Testament, Alyosha draws them 

together at the funeral of Ilyusha.  While the death of the child is another warrant 

for Ivan’s rejection of God, Dostoevsky reveals how it can also bring together 

community. Kroeker and Ward note, “Ilyusha’s death is the unjustified suffering 

of a child, to which suffering the gathered boys have all contributed, and 

Alyosha in his word asks that all of them remember it” (222).  Alyosha does not 

preach about Ilyusha’s resurrection, but about the hope that the children’s 

memory of this event will engender goodness in them:   

[W]hen we recall how we buried Ilyusha, how we loved him in his 
last days, and how we have been talking like friends all together, at 
this stone, the cruelest and most mocking of us—if we do become 
so—will not dare to laugh inwardly at having been kind and good 
at this moment! What’s more, perhaps, that one memory may keep 
him from great evil” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 734) 

 
At the end of The Brothers Karamazov, Alyosha focuses on Ilyusha’s memory in 

the lives of those gathered at his grave.  His words recall Zosima’s salvific 

memories of childhood.  Perhaps these children will ultimately become like 

Zosima, who was long ago saved by the memory of a suffering child: “for all my 

childhood rises up again before me, and I breathe now as I breathed then, with 

the breast of a little child of eight” (270). 
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Similarly, in O’Connor’s “Greenleaf,” Mrs. Greenleaf responds with active 

love towards the sufferers. She prays over Ivan’s newspaper clippings.73  Mrs. 

Greenleaf daily undertakes what she calls “prayer healing”:  “Every day she cut 

all the morbid stories out of the newspaper—the accounts of women who had 

been raped and criminals who had escaped and children who had been burned 

and of train wrecks and plane crashes and the divorces of movie stars” (Collected 

Works 505); then she buries them in the woods and prays over them.  Prostrate in 

the dirt before Him, Mrs. Greenleaf submits to the God whose ways she cannot 

fully understand.  Unlike Ivan, who uses these stories to fuel his metaphysical 

rebellion, Mrs. Greenleaf grieves and prays over the afflicted.  

 
IV. Imitating Christ: Like a Child or Like an Idiot 

Instead of indignantly and self-righteously assuming the place of arbiter, 

Dostoevsky and O’Connor both summon their readers, at least implicitly, to 

follow Christ’s imperative in Matthew 18 and become like a child.  Kroeker and 

Ward write,  

For the Christian consciousness, everything turns on how one 
responds to life-destroying deeds of offense.  Christ’s response in 
Matthew 18, which launches the extensive discussion of skandala, is 
in answer to the disciples’ question, “Who is the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven?” (225) 

 
 

 
                                                        

73 Professor Susan Srigley has yet to publish this observation, but she presented it at the 
2006 Flannery O’Connor and Terrorism Conference held at Grand Valley State University.   
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The skandalon here is the desire to be first in the kingdom; it is pride.  Against 

such pride, Dostoevsky and O’Connor offer the same guidance as Christ does to 

his disciples: become humble like children. 

Elaborating on Dostoevsky’s attention to children, Guardini writes in his 

essay on The Idiot, “If you know Dostoevsky at all, you know that in his work 

men that are wise and pious have a special affinity with children” (365).  While 

Guardini refers here to Prince Myshkin, the connection between piety and love 

for children occurs also in The Brothers Karamazov.  Guardini notes that for men 

like Zosima, “children are a religious mystery; in their souls, which are close to 

God, there remains something of Paradise” (365).  Zosima recalls his childhood 

as though recalling paradise. 

Moreover, Zosima recalls his young brother’s dying words as the highest 

instruction for Christian life.  After Ivan’s description of tortured children and 

his rant against God’s goodness, Alyosha records Zosima’s account of a suffering 

child that affirms God’s goodness.  Zosima’s older brother Markel, originally an 

atheist, attended church to appease his mother and eventually converts to the 

faith.  On his deathbed, Markel describes his life as “glad and joyful” and a 

“paradise” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 267).  Markel’s reaction to his 

approaching death seems irrational; the doctors fear that his disease is affecting 

his brain.  Markel tries to explain his joy in life, confessing his former sins against 

nature and other people.  He advises his loved ones to imitate his humility: 

“[E]veryone is really responsible to all men for all men and for everything. [. . .] 
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Though I can’t explain it to you, I like to humble myself before them, for I don’t 

know how to love them enough” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 268-269).  

Markel’s words remain with Zosima, and he repeats them as counsel to the 

monks at his bedside.   

In O’Connor’s fiction, the innocence of the child is represented by the 

“idiot.” O’Connor writes, “In my novel I have a child—the schoolteacher’s boy—

whom I am to have a kind of Christ image, though a better way to think of it is 

probably a redemptive figure” (The Habit of Being 191).  She refers here to Bishop, 

the “idiot” son of Rayber.  Mason believes that Bishop has an indefinable value, 

and he insists on baptizing him despite his mental deficiency. As he says, 

“Precious in the sight of the Lord, even an idiot!” (Collected Works 350).  Mason 

conducts himself according to an unseen world that transcends mere reason, and 

he teaches Tarwater to do the same.  Such a practice, Rayber says, constitutes 

“idiocy” (389).  Though the reader may agree with Rayber, as O’Connor feared, 

and thus disagree with Bishop’s baptism, his drowning is still horrifying. 

“[C]ertain sorts of suffering,” Williams observes, “draw out from us the most 

unchallengeable intuitions we have about the transcendent value of human 

persons” (Dostoevsky 232).  The drowning of Bishop should evoke these 

intuitions.  
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V. Conclusion 

The intuitions to which Williams refers and on which O’Connor draws 

indicate an awareness of the imago dei, the stamp of the Divine Father upon His 

rebellious children.  Despite all attempts to rid themselves of this reflection, the 

characters in Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s stories exhibit natural longings for 

their supernatural Father.  In The Brothers Karamazov even the most-demonized 

character Smerdyakov acknowledges the presence of God between himself and 

Ivan.  He tells Ivan there is a “third person” in the room with them, and it is 

“God Himself” (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 591).  In O’Connor’s two 

novels, the main characters recognize and attempt to suppress these inclinations: 

Hazel Motes imagines Jesus as a ragged figure lurking in the back of his mind 

(O’Connor, Collected Works 11), and Tarwater resents the “creeping” suspicion 

that his “freedom had to be connected with Jesus and that Jesus had to be the 

Lord” (342).  

The choice between modeling God or Satan is complicated by the 

supernatural capacity within each human person that marks him or her for 

deification; the desire to be like God only makes sense within this context.  When 

God is rejected and the world becomes purely natural, this desire degenerates 

into Satanic imitation.  de Lubac outlines the irony of the atheist dilemma:  

In that [purely natural] economy, as [atheists] present it, all of 
man’s moral life would depend exclusively on his own innate 
powers, exercised in full autonomy [. . .] whereby man would be 
cut off from the “superior part of his soul,” his “highest faculty,” 
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that which makes him mens, a mind marked with the image of the 
Trinity. (The Mystery of the Supernatural 47)74 

 
To deny God and implement total self-sufficiency in the attempt to become god-

like will undercut that very attempt.  Christ’s Incarnation is not only the telos of 

the human endeavor, but also the model for how to receive this end.  

Dostoevsky’s and O’Connor’s fiction is often called “incarnational” art because 

their style and their content portray this transcendent reality, which 

unfortunately is often denied or misunderstood by their audience.   

Many readers regard their fiction as dark, depressing, and horrifying or 

else fantastically real, powerful, and illuminating. Thus, Dostoevsky and 

O’Connor are both scandalous writers.  O’Connor attempts shock therapy on her 

readers with the violence in her fiction, and the multitudinous horrors often 

seem to outweigh the redeeming moments of grace.  Similarly, the parricide, 

suicide, and demonic visitations in Dostoevsky’s novel may discourage readers 

from celebrating the triumph over evil with Alyosha and the schoolboys at the 

conclusion.  These authors produce two extreme responses because they found 

their stories on the scandal who is Christ. As Paul writes in First Corinthians, 

“[W]e preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to 

Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the 

power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:23).  For those readers 

who reject Christ, Bishop’s drowning, for instance, is nothing but a horror.  
                                                        

74 de Lubac refers in the quotes to Etienne Gilson’s The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas 
Aquinas, (London, 1957): 338ff.  
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However, within the invisible world, his baptism achieves a victory: he receives 

eternal life.  Moreover, Alyosha and the schoolboys may be “hurrahing” as a 

community, but the celebration occurs over the grave of an innocent child.  Only 

belief in Ilyusha’s resurrection protects this scene from morbidity.  The choice for 

readers is to acknowledge or ignore an invisible truth in these novels wherein 

which immanent actions have metaphysical import.  Dostoevsky and O’Connor 

create stories that impress upon readers this unseen plane where the choice is 

between modeling God or Satan, between receiving freedom or enduring 

bondage, between living according to the spirit or the flesh, ultimately between 

furthering a kingdom of wrenching love or one of demonic violence.  
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