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1953

Like much of Flannery O’Connor’s short fiction,
‘‘The Life You Save May Be Your Own’’ is set in
the American South and contains characters whose
most notable feature seems to be their ordinariness.
Through imagery, dialogue, and moments of revela-
tion, O’Connor explores the themes of morality and
religion, both frequent concerns in her work. The
story evoked critical praise upon its publication in
the Kenyon Review in the spring of 1953. Within the
sparse, apparently simple plot of the story, O’Connor
constructs a world torn between renewal and empti-
ness, natural beauty and crass materialism, compas-
sion and cruelty. In the end, O’Connor’s protagonist
must choose between these extremes and attempt to
experience the grace of God’s love.

Author Biography

Flannery O’Connor’s parents had an effect on their
only daughter in ways that were both fruitful and
tragic. O’Connor was born in 1925 to a prominent
Georgia family of devout Roman Catholics—an
anomaly in the largely Protestant South. This in-
tensely religious milieu played a major role in
O’Connor’s evolution as a writer. She attended
schools in Savannah and Milledgeville and con-
fronted tragedy at age fifteen when her father died
of lupus, a degenerative disease which attacks the
body’s vital organs. O’Connor later entered Geor-
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gia State College for Women (now Georgia Col-
lege), majored in social sciences, and spent her
spare time writing and drawing for student publica-
tions. She began writing and publishing short fic-
tion in earnest when she entered the graduate writ-
ing program at Iowa State University, which she
completed in 1947.

O’Connor started work on her first novel, Wise
Blood, while living at a writer’s colony in upstate
New York. She later lived in New York City and
Connecticut with Sally and Robert Fitzgerald, fel-
low Catholics who shared many of O’Connor’s
literary interests and who later wrote about her. This
rather artistic lifestyle came to an abrupt end when,
at age twenty-five, O’Connor herself suffered an
attack of lupus. She moved back to Georgia to live
with her mother on a dairy farm and continued to
write, publishing Wise Blood in 1952, the story
collection A Good Man Is Hard to Find in 1955, and
a second novel, The Violent Bear It Away, in 1960.
Her most famous stories, ‘‘A Good Man Is Hard to
Find’’ (1953) and ‘‘The Life You Save May Be
Your Own,’’ were both written during this period.
She received numerous awards, grants, and cita-
tions for her work.

Despite persistent health complications,
O’Connor continued to write fiction and nonfiction,
displaying a sharp wit and penchant for self-mock-
ery. She spent her final years being cared for by her
mother and hired helpers, who likely resembled
many of the impoverished characters that appear
regularly in her fiction. O’Connor also enjoyed
painting and raising exotic birds, motifs that are
evident in her writing. She finally succumbed to
lupus in August 1964 at age 39. Flannery O’Connor:
The Complete Short Stories was published in 1971
and won the National Book Award. With two nov-
els and thirty-one stories to her credit, O’Connor
remains one of the most important short fiction
writers of the twentieth century. 

Plot Summary

Part I: Meeting
An old woman and her daughter sit quietly on

their porch at sunset when Tom Shiftlet comes
walking up the road to their farm. Through carefully
selected details, O’Connor reveals that the girl is
mute, that the old woman views Shiftlet as ‘‘a
tramp,’’ and that Shiftlet himself wears a ‘‘left coat
sleeve that was folded up to show there was only
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half an arm in it.’’ The two adults exchange curt
pleasantries. ‘‘I’d give a fortune to live where I
could see me a sun do that every evening,’’ Shiftlet
states, looking at the sunset, to which the woman
coolly answers, ‘‘Does it every evening.’’ Shiftlet
surveys the run-down farm and inquires about a
rusted automobile, which has not worked in years.
‘‘Nothing is like it used to be, lady,’’ Shiftlet
observes. ‘‘The world is almost rotten.’’ Again the
woman’s response is abrupt: ‘‘That’s right.’’ Their
disturbing conversation continues along the same
lines, with additional important allusions to nature.
Shiftlet then reveals that he is a carpenter, which
suggests that he may be of some use to Mrs. Crater
around the farm. Shiftlet’s occupation identifies
him with Jesus Christ, who was also a carpenter.

Mrs. Crater offers him shelter in exchange for
work but warns, ‘‘I can’t pay.’’ Shiftlet says he has
no interest in money, adding that he believes that
most people are too concerned with money. Sensing
not only a handyman but a suitor for her daughter,
Mrs. Crater asks if Shiftlet is married, to which he
responds, ‘‘Lady, where would you find you an
innocent woman today?’’ Mrs. Crater then makes
known her love for her daughter, adding, ‘‘She can
sweep the floors, cook, wash, feed the chickens, and
hoe.’’ Mrs. Crater is clearly offering her daughter’s
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Flannery O’Connor was in many ways fated to write the sort of 

Southern Gothic fiction she did. O’Connor was a deeply religious 

Catholic who lived in the overwhelmingly Protestant American South. 

This gave her an outsider’s perspective, and that was darkened still 

further by her personal tragedies. Her father died of lupus when she 

was 15, and because the disease is inherited, O’Connor grew into 

maturity knowing that she too was likely to develop the illness, as 

indeed she did. O’Connor died from complications related to lupus when 

she was only 39. The knowledge of her impending death and its 

unfairness along with the paradox of her faith in a loving god allowed 

O’Connor to create dark, complex fiction marked by desperate, 

brooding characters. 

 

Essential Facts 

1.When she was a little girl, O’Connor trained a chicken to walk 

backwards and became a bit of a celebrity as a result. O’Connor 

showed her sense of humor when she said, “That was the most exciting 

thing that ever happened to me. It’s all been downhill from there.” 

2.Religion was deeply important to O’Connor. Even though she had 

poor health, she went to Rome to visit the Pope and often lectured on 

religion. 

3.O’Connor attended the Iowa Writers Workshop while earning her 

MFA. The collection of stories she wrote for her thesis won the 

Rinehart-Iowa Fiction award. 

4.While her illness limited what she could do physically later in life, 

O’Connor still managed to keep in touch with many people via letters. 

She maintained extensive correspondence with other writers and wrote 

one friend a letter every week. 

5.Each year, the University of Georgia honors O’Connor by giving The 

Flannery O’Connor Award for Short Fiction. 
 


