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This paper explores the intersection of stylistics and pragmatics in Flannery
O’Connor’s short story A Good Man is Hard to Find. Grounded in a pragma-
stylistic framework, the study analyzes how O’Connor’s use of language—
especially dialogue, irony, and indirect speech—reveals deeper layers of meaning
relating to themes of grace, violence, and moral ambiguity. Drawing on Grice’s
Cooperative Principle and Speech Act Theory alongside literary stylistics, the
analysis focuses on key interactions between the Grandmother and The Misfit.
The findings reveal how O’Connor employs verbal irony, implicature, and
Southern vernacular not only for characterization but also to critique societal
values and religious hypocrisy. Through pragma-stylistic tools, O’Connor’s
narrative unfolds as a multilayered commentary on human nature and the elusive
search for goodness in a morally compromised world.
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INTRODUCTION

Flannery O’Connor is widely regarded as one of the foremost voices in American Southern

Gothic literature. Her works often explore themes of religious faith, grace, human depravity, and

violence through characters that are grotesque, eccentric, or morally conflicted. A Good Man is

Hard to Find is perhaps her most iconic short story, embodying the contradictions of spiritual

redemption and ethical ambiguity.

The story written in 1953 features a family’s road trip that has gone tragically wrong,

culminating in a violent encounter with an escaped convict known as The Misfit. What

distinguishes the story is not just its plot, but O’Connor’s masterful use of language—especially

irony, indirect speech, and dialogue—to express complex psychological and theological ideas.

These linguistic strategies make the story an ideal subject for a pragma-stylistic analysis, which

combines insights from both stylistics (language patterns and effects) and pragmatics (contextual

meaning and speaker intentions).

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY

The significance of this study lies in its interdisciplinary approach. While O’Connor’s works have

been extensively analyzed through literary and theological lenses, few studies examine the story

through a combined pragma-stylistic framework. This paper adds to existing scholarship by

showing how pragmatic tools (like Grice’s maxims and Speech Act Theory) interact with stylistic

features (like irony, lexical choices, and Southern dialect) to shape character dynamics and deeper

meanings.

Understanding O’Connor’s stylistic and pragmatic strategies enhances our appreciation of

her craft and contributes to broader discussions in linguistics, literature, and communication.

The study also illustrates how linguistic analysis can reveal hidden layers in literary texts,

making it relevant for students and researchers in English, literary studies, pragmatics, and

discourse analysis.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

i. To analyze how O’Connor’s stylistic choices—such as dialogue, irony, and symbolism—

shape meaning and reflect thematic depth in the story.

ii. To apply pragmatic theories (Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Speech Act Theory) to

selected dialogues to understand character intentions and the implied meanings behind their

words.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

i. How do stylistic devices in A Good Man is Hard to Find reflect character psychology and

thematic content?

ii. In what ways do characters flout conversational maxims or perform speech acts to convey

deeper meanings?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Flannery O’Connor's literary contributions have been widely acknowledged for their unique

blend of Southern Gothic elements, religious symbolism, and grotesque realism. Critics like

Robert Brinkmeyer and Richard Giannone have explored O’Connor’s treatment of grace, sin, and

salvation through her morally ambiguous characters and unsettling plots. A Good Man is Hard to

Find is frequently analyzed for its exploration of divine grace and the grotesque, especially the

tension between outward piety and internal corruption.

From a stylistic perspective, O’Connor’s use of Southern vernacular, irony, and dark

humor has been studied as markers of cultural identity and thematic complexity. Wales (2014)

notes that O’Connor’s lexical choices, particularly in character speech, convey nuanced socio-

cultural critique and psychological depth.

While stylistics provide insights into literary style, pragmatics examine how meaning is

shaped by context and speaker intention. The merging of these fields—pragma-stylistics—offers

a richer analytical lens. Grice’s Cooperative Principle and conversational maxims have proven

useful for identifying implicature or meanings beyond literal language. In O’Connor’s fiction,

characters often violate these maxims, creating irony or exposing hypocrisy.

Speech Act Theory, introduced by Austin and developed by Searle, analyzes how

utterances function as actions. This theory is especially relevant to characters like Misfit, whose

cryptic philosophical statements blur the line between moral commentary and existential

performance.

Despite abundant research in literary and religious interpretation, few studies directly

combine stylistic and pragmatic approaches to O’Connor’s short fiction. This paper fills that gap

by applying pragma-stylistic analysis to A Good Man is Hard to Find, demonstrating how

language both reflects and subverts character, theme, and ideology.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The linguistic professions hidden behind the literary and linguistic analysis of the short story A

Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O Connor combine the stylistics, pragmatics, and
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feminist approach to literary theory and study the theme of moral, hypocritical and gendered

characters in the Southern Gothic text. The poetics concern themselves with the irony presented

by OConnor (e.g., within the refrain, the title a good man is hard to find), with the vernacular

language of the south (e.g., of the Ladylike Grandmother), and with the use of contrast within the

dialog (e.g., her verbosity as opposed to). To bring out moral ambiguity and the agenda of

cultural critique the allusive baccalities of the Misfit. Pragmatics works with the Grice

Cooperative Principle of 1975, examining violations of the Maxims to reveal implicatures of

manipulation, and of existential criticism, such as the Quality-flouting lie about a quality-house

with a secret panel made by the Grandmother in a story, or the Manner-flouting: quotation

marks around a quotation marks, She would have been a good woman, says The Misfit, in

another story. The Speech Act Theory (Searle, 1969; Austin, 1962) approaches the appeals that

the Grandmother makes (such as: I know you are a good man), as the directive acts involving an

appeal to chivalry, and the responses of The Misfit as the act of a perlocutionary act that creates

a moral rumination. The failed Southern femininity of the Grandmother (e.g., the Grandmother

saying, You wouldn’t shoot at a lady, would you?) is a critique of women living under the

patriarchal standards according to feminist theory made with help of the concept of performative

gender presented by Butler (1990). This pragma-stylistic tool approaches directly to the

dialogues in the story where the linguistic pattern combinations and the meanings in context

combine to bring out the morality critique and gender critique in an inhumane, hypocritical

world by OConnor.

THE COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLE (GRICE, 1975)

A framework comprising the maxims of Quality (truthfulness), Quantity (informativeness),

Manner (clarity) and Relevance (pertinence) are used to detect conversational implicatures, and

pragmatic failures. In, say, the lie of the Grandmother that there is a so-called secret panel house,

the ideals of Quality are flouted with the self-aiming intent of manipulation, whereas all the

remaining cryptic remarks of Misfit reject the ideals of Manner to make a critical judgment on

morality.

SPEECH ACT THEORY (AUSTIN, 1962; SEARLE, 1969)

This theory uses utterances as actions (e.g., directive, expressive, perlocutionary) and looks at

the way the appeals of the Grandmother (e.g., I know you are a good man) can be addressed as

gendered performance and responses of The Misfit can give rise to moral contemplation.

Stylistic Analysis (Leech & Short, 1981)
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Basing on the school of thought advanced by Leech and Short, the research examines irony,

Southern vernacular (e.g.: lady), syntax, and figurative language to give out the psychology of

characters as well as highlight thematic richness including the ironic title that questions

hypocrisy.

Such theories are combined to analyze how linguistic decisions made by OConnor in

terms of style in irony, vernacular, pragmatics in implicature, and speech acts of a report create

meanings and criticize gender and moral norms.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

RESEARCH DESIGN

This study follows a qualitative descriptive research design, specifically within the framework of

stylistic analysis. It combines methods from pragmatics and literary stylistics to examine how

language use—particularly irony and Grice’s conversational maxims—functions to construct

meaning, develop character, and build thematic depth in “A Good Man is Hard to Find”.

DATA COLLECTION

The primary data source is the short story A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O’Connor

(1953), obtained in PDF format from the Gothic Digital Series (UFSC). Selected textual excerpts

from key pages (e.g., pages 3, 8, 12, 17, 18, and 21) are chosen purposively based on their

relevance to the research objectives, particularly those demonstrating irony and pragmatic

violations.

DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURE

The analysis was carried out through the following steps

i. CLOSE READING

The story was read multiple times to identify patterns of irony, conversational exchange, and

stylistic cues.

ii. TEXTUAL EXTRACTION

Specific passages where irony or maxims are violated were isolated for micro-level analysis.

iii. STYLISTIC ANALYSIS

Each excerpt was analyzed for lexical choice, syntactic structure, tone, and figurative language.

iv. PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS

Gricean maxims were applied to the same excerpts to reveal conversational implicatures,

character intentions, and communication breakdowns.

i. INTERPRETATION
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Findings were interpreted thematically to discuss how irony and language choices reflect the

author’s moral and philosophical intentions.

The theoretical framework upon which the analysis is based consists of three theories that

interconnect with each other and have a direct relation to the story.

DATA COLLECTION

Primary Data The work that was used as the primary source is A Good man is Hard to Find by

Flannery O Connor (1955), which can be accessed through the Gothic Digital Series (UFSC) and

is given in PDF format.

SELECTION CRITERIA

Textual excerpts were purposely sampled based on three criteria: text presence of irony or

Southern vernacular (the Grandmother patronage refrain e.g., “good man”) and /or (2) relevance

to moral and philosophical themes (e.g., hypocrisy, grace), and (3) illustration of gendered

interactions (e.g., the Grandmother performative femininity in e.g., You wouldn’t shoot a lady

would you?”). These fragments are mostly the dialogues of Grandmother and The Misfit or of

the family members as we make the choice based not only on stylistic richness but on pragmatic

value.

DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURE

Two or more times reading the story to determine irony patterning structures, Southern

vernacular, and conversational demure, and gender dynamic structures (e.g. the Grandmother

engaging in performative colloquial gestures of politeness).

EXTRACTS

Texts are pulled out at the micro-level, in case of the Quality violation: the Grandmother passage

on her secret panel (page 8) as well as of the ironic and pragmatic burden: the statement of the

Misfit about the good woman (page 21).

STYLISTIC ANALYSIS

Making use of Leech and Short (1981), lexical choice (e.g. the lexical marker of gender such as

lady), syntactic structure (e.g. terse or verbose dialogue), tone (e.g. ironic or nostalgic tone), and

use of figurative language (e.g. as a symbol of disruption we have the cat) are tested in each of the

excerpts.

PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS

The maxims and the Speech Act Theory developed by Grice can be used to focus on the analysis

of the conversational implicatures and functions of utterances. As in case of an example, the
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appeal of a good man by the Grandmother is coded as a directive whose context violets Quality

and the response given by The Misfit is a perlocutionary context violation of Manner.

GENDERED AND THEMATIC INTERPRETATION

Conclusions are traced to the relationship of style and pragmatics and themes of morality,

hypocrisy, and femininity and how O Connor undermines Southern standards and norms of the

patriarchy.

METHODOLOGICAL JUSTIFICATION

A qualitative pragma-stylistic analysis is most suited when it comes to this research study as it

allows to examine the language of the litterateur O Connor and the implicit messages it carries,

especially in the dialogues that contain the motive of the characters and commentary of the

society. According to Leech and Short (1981), stylistics offers instruments to examine formal

aspects of the text such as irony and vernacular that are the focus of the Southern Gothic feel of

the story. Pragmatics in the work of Grice as well as Austin/Searle reveals how the violations of

conversational acts and speech-acts can be used to reveal the hypocrisy and gendered acts of

performance discovered within the Grandmother and her failing acts of chivalry appeals. The

methodological consideration of feminist perspectives maintains the focus on the gendered

relationships in the story in accordance with the notion of performativity propagated by Butler

(1990). It is this intertwined strategy that increases the level of interpretation with linguistic

form is connected to a thematic purpose and gives an insight about the sophisticated nature of O

Connor critiques of morality and gender in a violent and hypocritical world.

TEXT 1 (Page 3)

“In case of an accident, anyone seeing her dead on the highway would know at once that she was

a lady.”

ANALYSIS

1. IRONY

Situational Irony: The grandmother dresses up not for style but so that her corpse will be

"respectable." Ironically, she does die in an accident, fulfilling this bizarre anticipation.

Dark Humor: This line blends humor with horror, a key trait of O’Connor’s Southern Gothic

style.

2. STYLISTIC DEVICES

Foreshadowing: Hints at her death later in the story.

Lexical Choice: “Lady” carries social and moral connotations, showing her obsession with status
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and appearances.

3. TONE

The tone is macabre and mocking, suggesting the grandmother’s moral superficiality.

TEXT 2 (PAGE 8)

“A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said. “Everything is getting terrible.”

ANALYSIS

1. IRONY

Title Echo: The phrase is the title of the story, but here it is used casually, almost comically.

Verbal Irony: Everyone claims to know what a “good man” is, but no one—including Red

Sammy—lives up to any moral standard.

2. GRICEAN MAXIMS

Maxim of Quality (Truth): Red Sammy’s vague moral claim lacks evidence—it's empty nostalgia.

Maxim of Relevance: Irrelevant to the immediate conversation; this shows how moral platitudes

replace meaningful ethical thought.

3. TONE

Cynical and nostalgic, reflecting characters who feel the world is worsening without taking

personal responsibility.

TEXT 3 (PAGE 12)

“The grandmother recalled an old plantation... There was a secret panel... but it was never

found.”

ANALYSIS

1. IRONY

Lying as Manipulation: The grandmother invents the panel to manipulate the children and

Bailey into stopping.

Situational Irony: Her lie leads to a fatal car crash.

2. GRICEAN MAXIM OF QUALITY

Violation: She knowingly tells a false story.

Pragmatic Effect: The lie becomes deadly, demonstrating how manipulative language has real-

world consequences.

3. SYMBOLISM

The "secret panel" represents a false past—the romanticized South she clings to, which turns out

to be dangerous and irrelevant.
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TEXT 4 (PAGE 17)

“You’re The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized you at once!”

ANALYSIS

1. DRAMATIC IRONY

The reader already suspects the men are dangerous. The grandmother confirms it, sealing her

fate.

2. GRICEAN MAXIMS

Maxim of Manner: Violated—she’s not being tactful. Her directness is socially disastrous.

Effect: Her speech accelerates the tragic climax.

3. TONE

The tone is panicked, betraying her inability to control the situation through speech anymore.

TEXT 5 (PAGE 18)

“I know you’re a good man... I can just look at you and tell.”

“Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit said.

ANALYSIS

1. CONTRAST IN SPEECH STYLE

The grandmother relies on moral clichés and flattery.

The Misfit, in contrast, is brutally honest, even reflective.

2. IRONY

The criminal rejects the label of “good man” while the supposedly moral woman uses it as a tool

of survival.

Moral Reversal: The criminal is sincere, while the grandmother is self-deceiving.

3. TONE

Her tone is pleading; his is detached and cold, which makes the exchange haunting.

TEXT 6 (PAGE 21)

“She would have been a good woman... if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of

her life.”

ANALYSIS

1. THEMATIC IRONY

True moral clarity for the grandmother only comes at the point of death—and it’s triggered by

extreme violence.

The sentence is constructed in a paradoxical form, implying that only under pressure do people
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reveal their true morality.

3. STYLISTIC CONTRAST

The Misfit becomes a judge of character, shifting from killer to philosopher, ironically ending the

story with the deepest insight.

Textual Analysis: Addressing ROs and RQs

STYLISTIC ANALYSIS

The story’s title is an ironic refrain repeated by characters who themselves fall short of moral

goodness. The Grandmother, for instance, uses the phrase manipulatively, revealing her shallow

moral compass. Southern dialect and nostalgic language reinforce themes of cultural decay and

moral blindness.

Symbolism and foreshadowing, such as the hidden cat and the car accident, serve as

metaphors for spiritual disruption. These stylistic elements signal the inevitability of

confrontation and judgment.

PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS

The Grandmother repeatedly violates the Maxim of Quality by lying to her family about a

nonexistent house. Her speeches often mask selfish intentions, revealing her as a manipulative

figure.

The Misfit, in contrast, flouts the Maxim of Manner through cryptic, reflective language.

His statement, “She would have been a good woman… if it had been somebody there to shoot her

every minute of her life,” functions as a perlocutionary act—delivering judgment and provoking

moral introspection.

DISCUSSION

The pragma-stylistic analysis reveals how O’Connor’s characters communicate not just through

what they say, but through what they leave unsaid or imply. The Grandmother’s manipulations

and The Misfit’s philosophical detachment highlight language as both a tool of control and

revelation.

These findings support the view that O’Connor uses language performatively—to

criticize moral hypocrisy, explore grace, and deepen thematic complexity. The integration of

stylistics and pragmatics uncovers how linguistic features contribute significantly to meaning

making in the narrative.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that A Good Man is Hard to Find is a rich and multifaceted narrative that
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benefits greatly from pragma-stylistic analysis. Through careful application of Grice’s

Cooperative Principle, Speech Act Theory, and stylistic techniques, the research uncovered how

language in the story serves as both a mirror and a mask—reflecting truth, concealing intent,

and challenging the reader’s moral perceptions.

O’Connor’s use of irony, indirect speech, and regional vernacular transcends stylistic flair; it is a

calculated means of deepening the thematic core of her work—namely, the pursuit of grace, the

exposure of hypocrisy, and the confrontation with mortality.

RECOMMENDATIONS

i. For Further Research: Future studies could apply pragma-stylistic analysis to other

O’Connor stories or to authors in similar genres, such as William Faulkner or Eudora

Welty.

ii. For Literary Pedagogy: Educators should introduce pragma-stylistic tools in literature

classes to improve students’ interpretive skills.

iii. For Applied Linguistics: Scholars can explore how fictional dialogues mirror real-life

strategies of persuasion, indirectness, and moral reflection.
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