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At one time in my life I did not like Flannery O’Connor.  Reading her made me uncomfortable, especially reading her seemingly casual representations of race, racism and racists.  But then I read something else that made me take a second look at her work.  I read about a piece of modern dance, a dance based on one of O’Connor’s most challenging stories, “The Artificial Nigger.”  After getting a second-hand experience of O’Connor’s work through the lens of modern dance, I began to rethink everything I thought I knew about O’Connor’s approach to not only race, but also to the author’s approach to the movement of Christian grace and, surprisingly, those two things relation to the author’s representation of something else entirely: technology.  
What I want to do today is present close reads of several of O’Connor’s short works and discuss how her representation of technology consistently has a very specific symbolic function.

When I began this project I was doing some work in the field of Science and Technology Studies, otherwise know as STS.  STS is a pretty interesting field of study.  It is part literary studies and part sociology.  STS scholars like to use the tools of literary analysis to understand scientific texts and artifacts, and from a more sociological perspective, they are interested in how the non-human world and the machines that people make have agency much like people themselves.  Artifacts make up our society just as people do.  They can mean things and they can do things. They can have politics.  


Approaching O’Connor from the perspective of STS, I was surprised to find so many artifacts, machines and technological devices, featured prominently in her work.  O’Connor’s fiction is chock full of artifacts: mummies, orthopedic limbs, telescopes, eyeglasses, cars, busses, tractors, concrete highways and digging machines, all of which play pivotal roles in the plots of her stories.  Recognizing this, I realized something surprising: that the key to understanding O’Connor’s representation of race is to understand her representation of technology, of the man-made artifacts that make up our modern world.


And to understand that convergence—we must dance!


SLIDE 1: Jones
Last February, Bill T. Jones, of the New York-based Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Dance Company, premiered his new dance piece entitled “Reading, Mercy, and the Artificial Nigger.”  This is the choreographer Bill T. Jones.  


SLIDE 2: the Dance
And this is a still from his dance piece, “Reading, Mercy, and the Artificial Nigger.” During the 44 minute performance at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the actress Susan Sarandon and Bill T. Jones took turns reading the text of Flannery O’Connor’s short story of 1955, “The Artificial Nigger.” 


“The story opens with its main characters, Mr. Head and his 10-year-old grandson, Nelson, who live together in rural Georgia, preparing for a trip to Atlanta.  Mr. Head sees the trip as an opportunity to teach his grandson a lesson about the sinful ways of the city, in hopes that he will never want to return.  Nelson views the trip as a chance to see the place where he believes he was born. As Nelson becomes more infatuated with the wonders of the city, Mr. Head grows more distressed, and eventually abandons his grandson, both physically and emotionally.  On their way to the train for the trip home, they encounter a mysterious, aged plaster figure”


SLIDE 3: the artificial coach man

 “a black boy about Nelson’s size from which the story takes its title, and in a moment of revelation, they find the grace to restore the bond between them.”


Now, why would Bill T. Jones want to make a dance about this story?  Normally he wouldn’t.  As he explains to the New York Times, and I quote at length: “For me, dance is free of the literal.  But then I ran into a story that stopped me in my tracks because I again realized there was real power in words.  I see ‘Artificial Nigger’ as a journey by two characters who are dubious in every sense of the word…. They claim to be Christians, but there is a great deal of anger and resentment and fear in them. Mr. Head actually has a moment where he realizes he is a great sinner in having betrayed Nelson.  But then there appears the artificial nigger. A ha!  The artificial nigger, if you accept Mr. Head’s religious rationale—the Lord forgives in proportion to our sins—represents a kind of grace.  This moment of grace enables Mr. Head and Nelson to heal the rift between them…And while O’Connor seems to make a connection between religion and race, this story ultimately isn’t about race.  It’s about the dynamic between two people… And if it takes a shocking title like ‘the Artificial Nigger’ or my accepting a very casual use of a very hurtful word to get at something about human nature, then I have no qualms about embracing it.”  End quote.


The dance is presented along with the text so that there is a “moment-to-moment correlation between the action of the story and the choreography.” But then Jones does something strange and truly remarkable: he casts a muscular young white male dancer as the coffee-colored man on the train, which is Nelson’s first sighting of a black person.  “When you look at my stage,” Jones says, “what you see is every kind of combination of Mr. Head and Nelson imaginable—a tall blond woman and a short black woman, a tall black man and a short white woman, a tall Russian man and a shorter Chinese man.  You have to ask, are you living in the same world as Flannery O’Connor? Are there niggers on that stage? Or are niggers no longer even the point?”


I think that Bill T. Jones has really gotten to the point of O’Connor’s story, but what Jones doesn’t remark upon, and what I think is essential to understanding not only Flannery O’Connor’s patentedly grotesque representations of faith but also her casually grotesque use of race, is that this dance of grace is performed around not a real but an artificial boy.


If you recall the scene, the three at this point in O’Connor’s story strike a grotesque parody of a medieval alterpiece, a holy trinity of father, son, and a little racist artifact that is the holy spirit.


Again, O’Connor’s casual use of racism has always disturbed but also intrigued me.  How can stories written by a brilliant woman author living in the South during the civil rights movement that are so full of racists not be commentaries on racism? I think in “The Artificial Nigger,” and in Jones’s mix-and-match interpretation of it, we see where O’Connor’s odd, almost agnostic attitude to racist subjects comes from and why it is also, at some level, understandable. In moments like “The Artificial Nigger’s” grotesque holy trinity, when O’Connor is representing race in a shocking way, she is not only representing race, but also a man-made material artifact that happens to be a racist image of race.


So, in order to understand what race means here, we have to understand what the built world of artifacts means in O’Connor’s moral literary universe. As I will discuss, in the artifactual world of Flannery O’Connor, blackness, like so much else of mankind, can be just another artifact that is either swept up or left behind in that great distraction and pit of despair Americans like to call progress and development.


Reading Flannery O’Connor is to read the work of someone witnessing the transformation of an old south to a new south in a new American global age. Like much of the work of the Southern Agrarians, so many of O’Connor’s stories are about regional transformations, or national transformations, or the personal dislocations of country people in urban spaces. Her stories are also, as O’Connor reminds us in her essay, “The Fiction Writer and His Country,” all supremely concerned with the problems of spiritual awareness and the Catholic duty to concentrate on the mystery of faith.


These two great themes, the one of regional transformation, urban development, and dislocation, and the other of the mysteries of faith, converge in O’Connor’s fiction. Now, the engine of regional transformation in O’Connor’s fiction is technology and the habits of mind that attend it. Throughout her fiction, I think that O’Connor treats technology artifactually, as material that itself plays a decisive role in history.  As cultural critics such as Merrit Roe Smith and others have long pointed out, technologically determinist narratives of national progress are as American as apple pie. And we find these determinist narratives in Flannery O’Connor’s Southern Gothic tales too.  O’Connor has an American romantic critical sense of technology that has a lot in common with someone like Henry Adams’ awe and fear of the dynamo. On his epiphany at beholding the dynamo at the Worlds Fair a hundred years ago, if you recall, Henry Adams writes that in it he saw a symbol of a new “kingdom of force,” a kingdom of science and utility to which faith had begun to shift away from the other kingdom of force, the great principles of Christianity. (27).


Those two kingdoms are present in O’Connor’s fiction, the artifactual world of man’s creation and the revealed world of God’s creation.  In the mid-century south, the world of man is in a state of material transformation, technologically and socially.  Parts of it rage for personal and social progress, for urbanity, for transportation, and for human rights.  


And in this cauldron of raging material progress, we can divine what I think is O’Connor’s literary mission.


SLIDE 4: WAFFLE HOUSE

What happens in O’Connor’s fiction is that the author strives to change this world, our world, into another world entirely.  The space of material transformation, of socioeconomic progress, must be made into a space of spiritual awareness and, sometimes, spiritual transformation as well. And sometimes, people of color get in the way of this heavenly express and get treated not as people at all, but as artifacts too.  They become parts of an artifactual world whose only purpose in O’Connor’s fiction is to be granted a new kind of agency by being transubstantiated by the artist back into a bearer of a new meaning, a sign from God.  


O’Connor’s stories commonly end with an epiphany of one sort or another.  And quite often those epiphanies are either read in an artifact like the artificial nigger, or occur within an artifactual space.


Consider the narrative progress of her 1957 tale, “A View of the Woods.”  It is a cruel technological determinist critique about an old farmer named Mr. Fortune who is selling off plots of his farm for development.  At the opening of the story, he and his little granddaughter are said to have spent days observing the transformation of the farm into a lakeside development, sitting on ridges where they, quote, “watched, sometimes for hours, while the machine systematically ate a square red hole in what had once been a cow pasture.”


And here is how O’Connor describes Mr. Fortune’s view of the world.  This is a long quote. “The Fortune place was in the country on a clay road that left the paved road fifteen miles away and he would never have been able to sell off any lots if it had not been for progress, which had always been his ally.  He was not one of these old people who fight improvement, who object to everything new and cringe at every change.  He wanted to see a paved highway in front of his house with plenty of new-model cars on it, he wanted to see a supermarket store across the road from him, he wanted to see a gas station, a motel, a drive-in picture-show within easy distance.  Progress had suddenly set all this in motion.  The electric power company had built a dam on the river and flooded great areas of the surrounding country and the lake that resulted touched his land along a half-mile stretch.  Every Tom, Dick, and Harry, every dog and his brother, wanted a lot on the lake.  There was talk of their getting a telephone line.  There was talk of paving the road that ran in front of the Fortune place.  There was talk of an eventual town.  He thought this should be called Fortune, Georgia.  He was a man of advanced vision, even if he was seventy-nine years old.” (338).


Soon, Fortune makes a terrible mistake, although it is the same mistake he has been making all along.  He sells his granddaughter’s favorite plot of land, the front yard her father grazes cattle in and she plays in.  To make a long story short, the elder Fortune thought he and his granddaughter were allies in progress, but instead, for selling her view of the woods and the family legacy, she physically attacks him and, in retaliation, he kills her and promptly drops dead of a heart attack.  

What is interesting is how, at the moment of his death, Fortune’s artifactual world becomes a visionary world. Its digging machines become hellish parodies of Edenic creation. I quote his last sight on earth, “On both sides of him he saw that the gaunt trees had thickened into mysterious dark files that were marching across the water and away into the distance. He looked around desperately for someone to help him but the place was deserted except for one huge yellow monster which sat to the side, as stationary as he was, gorging itself on clay.”

That is an amazing image.


Now, the romantic critique of technology can be summed up as the sense that with American industrial progress something moral has been lost.  As Emerson wrote long ago in his essay “Works and Days,” in words that I think explain the above story rather well, “Tis too plain that with the material power the moral progress has not kept pace.  It appears that we have not made a judicious investment.  Works and days were offered us, and we took works” (in Smith, 26).


In another horrible tale called “The Lame Shall Enter First” we encounter a similar scene of artifactual transubstantiation.  We are introduced to a widower and secular social crusader named, ironically, Sheppard, who tries to save a garbage-picking juvenile delinquent named Johnson who has a club foot and wears a huge beaten orthopedic shoe.


Sheppard’s struggle to “save” Johnson becomes an overt contest between Henry Adams’s aforementioned two kingdoms.


“Satan he has me in his power” Johnson says to explain his bad behavior.


“Rubbish,” says Sheppard—“we’re living in the space age!” (451).


Also in the Sheppard household is Sheppard’s son, ten-year-old Norton, who is still grieving for his dead mother.  And before his still grieving son Sheppard and Johnson engage in absurd theological debates, one arguing the truth of revelation and the other the truth of evolution.


Sheppard even goes so far as to buy Johnson a telescope so that he can see get fascinated in science and maybe become an astronaut.


Johnson, for his part, is a monster, but like so many of O’Connor’s monsters, he’s still the better man because he knows what is truly wrong here in the Sheppard household.  Of Sheppard, Johnson says: “He thinks he’s Jesus Christ!” (459)


In due fashion, Johnson turns down the modern orthopedic shoe that Sheppard has made for him—a shoe that is an extension of Sheppard’s artifactual world.


And in his work to save Johnson, Sheppard has neglected his own disturbed son, who is so distraught and desperate to see his mother again, and who doesn’t want to hear his father’s secular rationalizations about there being no afterlife and his mothers spirit living on in other people, that he begins to fantasize the he sees his mother in heaven through the telescope.


As Johnson is finally hauled off to prison at the end of the story screaming to Sheppard “the devil has you in his power,” Sheppard has an epiphany of his son hunched over that symbol of scientific revolution, the telescope, a scientific instrument whose apprehension now reveals a greater truth.  Sheppard suddenly recognizes Johnson as the devil and rushes to the son whom he has neglected.


But it is too late. Above the telescope, little Norton has hung himself from the rafters in an attempt to launch himself to heaven.  And Johnson—Johnson was completely right.  The Devil did have Sheppard in his power.


O’Connor explains that she writes about such monstrous situations as a way to make readers at home in what I call the artifactual world see the distortions that they otherwise can’t see in everyday life.


Her spiritually attuned characters come across as lunatics, maniacs, and luddites.  Even her monsters like The Misfit in the story “A Good Man is Hard to Find” are still driven by a desire to see evidence of faith, although they are incapable of accepting it. 

Let’s consider another story, “Revelation,” in which an artifactual space is also transformed into a spiritual space.  In this story a self-satisfied women who fancies herself well placed in a divine hierarchy of things is seated in a waiting room.  She brags about her new concrete pig farm.  She thanks god for being born white and discourses on the new, humane ways she must adopt to get her black workers motivated because she doesn’t have a new cotton-picking machine (493).  Suddenly, out of nowhere, she is attacked by a monstrous girl who screams “Go back to hell where you came from you old wart hog.” (500)


At the end of the story, while standing in the new concrete pig parlor she had been bragging about, she has a vision of all those whom she thought lower than her ascending in the sunset to heaven before her.  Here a space of artifactual progress is transformed into a site for spiritual revelation. I quote at length.  “There was only a purple streak in the sky, cutting through a field of crimson and leading, like an extension of the highway, into the descending dusk….She saw the streak as a vast swinging bridge extending upward from the earth through a field of living fire.  Upon it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven.  There were whole companies of white-trash, clean for the first time, and bands of black niggers in white robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs.  And bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself…had always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right.  She leaned forward to observe them closer.  They were marching behind the others with great dignity, accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior.  They alone were on key. Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even their virtues were being burned away.” (508).


Another amazing image.


Like locations in artifactual space, attachments to the artifactual world can mean one of two things in O’Connor’s moral literary universe.  Artifacts can be agents of grace, or agents or doom.  Disaster usually occurs through the mediation of a machine or in response to a new technocultural state, no matter how mundane.  Death comes from a gun or besides a car or a new road or under a tractor or above a telescope; holy visions occur in a modern concrete pig-cleaning sty or in the reflection of an eyeglass lens.  Physical attachment to the artifactual world can also be a marker of spiritual emptiness: when O’Connor’s characters hats are broken or their prothestic limbs are stolen, it represents more than a physical loss.


But artifacts, like artifactual spaces, are also sometimes transformed into signs of spiritual longing and, even, agents of grace.  The most extreme example of this spiritual longing artifactualized is the New Jesus of O’Connor’s novel, Wise Blood, a mummy that an imbecile steals from a natural history museum and sets up in an altar for worship.  There is also of course the artificial nigger.  For further examples, consider the short story “The Partridge Festival,” in which two young, hip rationalists, a boy and a girl, visit a murderer who they feel was the true victim of his cruel, traditional society.  At the madhouse the killer whom they saw as their spiritual kin horrifies them so much that they flee to their car.  Here’s how the story ends, in a moment of artifactual revelation as the lens of an eyeglass becomes a means of spiritual illumination. I quote: “They sat silently, looking at nothing until finally they turned and looked at each other.  There each saw at once the likeness of their kinsman and flinched.  They looked away and then back, as if with concentration they might find a more tolerable image.  To Calhoun, the girl’s face seemed to mirror the nakedness of the sky.  In despair he leaned closer until he was stopped by a miniature visage which rose incorrigibly in her spectacles and fixed him where he was.  Round, innocent, undistinguished as an iron link, it was the face whose gift of life had pushed straight forward to the future to raise festival after festival” (444).


Again, O’Connor ends her story with a moment of transubstantiated artifactual revelation.


In such moments we can see that the relationship to artifacts is of key importance in O’Connor’s fiction, for it figures one’s relationship to both of the kingdoms identified by Henry Adams. And sometimes, in O’Connor’s precession of profane and sacred artifacts, people get in the way.


Which brings us back to O’Connor’s representation of race and her artifactual view of social progress. Black Americans, as the novelist Ralph Ellison observed around the time O’Connor was writing her stories, are not really presented as people in American literature of hers or earlier times. Writing in his essay, “The Seer and the Seen,” Ellison notes that, in work written in the years following the literary output of Mark Twain, quote, “the Negro generally disappears from fiction as a rounded human being.”  Ellison describes as stereotypical the representations of blackness that we find in twentieth century American fiction.  Quote: “The Negro stereotype is really an image of the unorganized, irrational forces of American life, forces through which, by projecting them in forms of images of an easily dominated minority, the white individual seeks to be at home in the vast unknown world of America….the object of the stereotype is not so much to crush the Negro as to console the white man” by protecting him from the irrational (41).


There’s definitely some of that going on in O’Connor, in so far as she employs stereotypes of irrational, slavish black men in her representations of the less artifactual world of the old south. Instead of protecting her characters and readers from the irrational, however, O’Connor embraces that aspect of stereotypical blackness because, in the moral economy of her universe, such unorganized, irrational stereotypical characters are not part of the artifactual world but rather seem a part of some kind of monastic old world.  O’Connor has written several stories about likeable old white racists lost in the modern city and pining for their simple old black friends and the barefoot life in a shack on a farm. Race in the artifactual world is simply not as central an issue for O’Connor as faith.  And while racism is a human stain, surely, a far greater stain is that of pride in human accomplisment.


Which brings me to my final two stories where we find blackness and the artifactual world grotesquely conflated.  O’Connor has two stories, written during the height of the civil rights movement, where black Americans strike and murder old south racists: “Everything that Rises Must Converge” and “Judgment Day.”  What are we to make of these?  Both of these stories conflate blackness with the artifactual world of progress; the action in both stories takes place in artifactual spaces, one on a bus (the engine of the civil rights movement) and the other in that place Allen Ginsberg was around that time running around calling Moloch, but that we know of as New York City.


In “Judgment Day,” a story composed entirely of flashbacks that rush readers to the past and back again, we encounter Tanner, a child-like old white man who used to live a simple life in a squatters hut off the grid with a black companion sleeping at his feet, but who has recently been moved to New York City by his urbane daughter.  Here’s how Tanner sees the city, quote: “She lived in a pigeon-hutch of a building, with all stripes of foreigner, all of them twisted in the tongue. It was no place for a sane man. The first morning here she had taken him sightseeing and he had seen in fifteen minutes exactly how it was.  He had not been out of the apartment since.  He never wanted to set foot again on the underground railroad or the steps that moved under you while you stood still or any elevator to the thirty-fourth floor” (541).


The denizens of this world are aggressively secular white Americans like Tanner’s daughter and black Americans like Tanner’s neighbor, an actor who, when called “Preacher,” attacks the world of god, tells Tanner, “I don’t take no crap off no wool-hat red-neck son-of-a-bitch peckerwood old bastard like you” (545), and injures Tanner mortally by throwing him through a door. Rather than die in New York, Tanner tries to return to Corinth, Georgia, but he is so feeble that he gets stuck in the spokes of the apartment stairwell’s banister—or he is maybe left there by the black neighbors he has offended and who are the last to see him alive—and he dies stuck there.


In “Everything that Rises Must Converge,” published in 1961, the action takes place on a bus, an artifactual space in which Julian tries to convince his mother to stop being a racist by acting up in front of her.  Overeducated and undersocialized, Julian gets a lot of pleasure tormenting her this way, until one day she is struck to the ground by the infuriated mother of a small black boy to whom Julian’s mother tried to give a penny.


Following this, the son can’t help but lecture his mother.  “What all this means,” he said, “is that the old world is gone.  The old manners are obsolete and your graciousness is not worth a damn… You needn’t act as if the world had come to an end…because it hasn’t.  From now on you’ve got to live in a new world and face a few realities for a change.  Buck up…it won’t kill you.”


But of course it does. Julien’s mom dies on the spot and Julien is left in a world of grief and sorrow.


Whatever human truths there are in these amazingly cruel Catholic stories are writ against an artifactual world of human progress. But what of the people of color who have benefited from this world?  Ralph Ellison notes that since, quote, “the beginning of the Colonies…the Negro’s body was exploited as amorally as the soil and climate….Gradually he was recognized as the human factor placed outside the democratic master plan, a human ‘natural’ resource who, so that white men could become more human, was elected to undergo a process of institutionalized dehumanization.” (28-29).  The Civil Rights movement was supposed to put an end to this kind of unreconstructed behavior. However, in O’Connor’s artifactual world, the bodies of black Americans are still a part of a still dehumanizing system of material progress, symbolically lashing the heathen while they rage.


I’d like to conclude with a few brief words on the choreographer Bill T. Jones and his piece, “Reading, Mercy, and the Artificial Nigger.” 

SLIDE 5: The Precession of Cyborg Coachmen
For a provocative artist like Jones, the story of the Artificial Nigger is an opportunity to illustrate all  at once what O’Connor illustrates piecemeal—moments of grace in a truly artifactual world. After all, black Americans are certainly not the only killers in O’Connor’s stories; there are plenty of white emissaries from man’s kingdom of force. On his stage, Jones reassembles an artifactual world that is already there in the body of O’Connor’s work. He literalizes O’Connor’s artifactual symbols and metaphors.  What Jones does is bring a kind of what Donna Haraway calls cyborg politics to O’Connor’s artifactual fictions by treating his dancers as literal artifacts who can be inserted like universal cogs into O’Connor’s brutal, but also spiritually hopeful, narrative.  


And this, I think, is the most merciful way to read Flannery O’Connor of all.
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