Father images in different short stories

1. Introduction
In short stories, the image of the father is a recurring and significant theme, which reflects both the complexities of familial relationships and societal expectations (Ren, 2016). In this essay, I will explore and compare the portrayal of father figures in The Father by Raymond Carver, A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O’Connor, and Kittens by Joyce Carol Oates separately. Each story offers a unique perspective on fatherhood, presenting diverse images that reveal the tensions and challenges of this role. 

To further the discussion of the images of the father, I will take the cultural and personal contexts of the authors into consideration. The short story, though brief in length, transcends its form by conveying profound ideas through concise language. These narratives provoke readers’ imaginations and challenge assumed concepts about the roles of a family member. From different perspectives, the role of a father is increasingly complex, especially in the context of evolving societal expectations and the influence of feminism. Traditionally, fathers were perceived as figures of absolute authority within the family, commanding obedience from other family members without question. However, this traditional image is shifting, giving way to more nuanced images that reflect changing cultural and personal realities.

By analyzing the father figures in these stories, I will examine their similarities and differences, highlighting themes of authority, emotional connection, and vulnerability. Additionally, I will reflect on my own understanding of fatherhood, where I relate the literary analysis to my own experiences with a traditional Chinese father.  Through this exploration, the essay seeks to illuminate the multifaceted nature of the father image and its capacity to provoke deeper thought about family, identity, and human relationships. 

2. Father image in short stories
2.1 Father image in The Father by Raymond Carver
The Father is one of Raymond Carver's short stories with its 467 words (Thomières, 2004).  Raymond Carver (1938-1988) is an influential American short story writer, who focuses on the lives of ordinary people (He, 2022b). The narrative is mainly about a discussion of who the newborn baby looks like when a family gather around. The mother, grandmother, and three little sisters all take turns commenting on the baby's looks, each of them agreeing that the baby shares features with a different family member. This conversation leads to a more specific question of who does the baby looks like, and ultimately, who does the child's father look like? 

At first, the family are all happy to see the newborn baby and begin to discuss the baby. They focus on its small features which include its eyes, lips, and fingers, trying to identify family resemblances. The mother is not sure who the child looks like, while the grandmother thinks the child’s lips resemble the grandfather’s.  As the sisters argue over whether the baby looks like the father, the grandmother and others gather around the basket to have a closer look at the baby’s features. At one point, one of the children, Carol, declares that the baby looks like the father. This leads to the next question, “Who does Daddy look like?” Phyllis, one of the kids, responds, “Nobody!”.  This moment emphasizes the father’s emotional invisibility and distance from the family’s emotions, showing that the family cannot connect him to anyone. The family turns to look at the father, who is sitting at the dining table in the kitchen with his back to them. At the time, the father can hear the family playing with the baby and the discussion. The father’s face is described as white and without expression, highlighting his emotional detachment. His disconnect from the heated conversation and his lack of a distinct identity within the family is emphasized.

In this story, the father keeps a silent and distant presence in the family. As other family members gather around the baby, marvelling at his features and speculating about who he looks like, the father remains in the kitchen, physically removed from the emotional centre of the scene. The story uses the figure of the father to explore themes of identity, connection, and the often unspoken emotional dynamics within a family. The father's silence contrasts with the lively interactions around the baby, emphasizing his distance and the subtle tensions in the family's relationships.

To analyze the story, the ending serves as a powerful illustration of Carver's mastery in crafting novel ending art (He, 2022a). The father's silence and distant presence within the family evoke a range of interpretations, highlighting the profound impact of absence and the complexities of paternal relationships. Firstly, disengagement of the father may represent a broader cultural trend of fathers disengaging in the family. Alternatively, this can also reflect concerns of a father within the family about the new member since the father works for the financial income. Besides, the father’s silence can also symbolize the importance of societal expectations of fathers, which prioritize financial provision over emotional connection, leading to unspoken role divisions in family dynamics. The silent image of a father offers a poignant commentary on the complexity of modern fatherhood and the often-overlooked emotional isolation that fathers may experience. Additionally, there are also questions regarding the identity of a father that needs to be addressed: What does it mean to be a real man? What defines a true father? How do I establish my own identity? (Thomières, 2004).

2.2 Father image in A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O'Connor
A Good Man is Hard to Find is written by Flannery O'Connor (1925-1964). The story tells a family’s road trip to Florida takes a dark and tragic turn. The story follows a family consisting of a father, Bailey, his wife, their two children, John Wesley and June Star, a baby and the grandmother.  At first, there is background information regarding warnings about an escaped criminal called The Misfit. Along the way, the grandmother convinces the family to take a detour to a plantation house she mistakenly believes is nearby. Her faulty memories lead them to a deserted dirt road, where an accident occurs when her grandmother's hidden cat causes Bailey to crash. While they are trapped, The Misfit and his henchmen arrive. The grandmother recognizes the notorious criminal, and she reveals his identity out loud, inadvertently sealing their fate. The Misfit’s men take the family into the woods in groups to execute them while the grandmother desperately pleads for her life.

In this story, the grandmother is depicted as manipulative and self-centred and constantly interferes with the trip. The father figure, Bailey, is portrayed as multifaceted.  Firstly, the father figure, Bailey is the head of the household and responsible for the family's travels, yet his authority is consistently undermined, particularly by the grandmother's manipulation, which ultimately puts the family in dangerous situations. From this perspective, Bailey emerges as a passive and frustrated character. His frustration is evident in his short temper and his lack of control over both his family and the events.  Secondly, when the grandmother insists on taking a detour to see a plantation house, despite his obvious disapproval, he gives in under pressure from his children and the grandmother's continued manipulation. This decision ultimately leads the family down a path that ends in tragedy. The narrative explores the complicated inability roles of the father to assert authority contrasts with the grandmother's overbearing nature and the eventual domination of the Misfit. In the story's climax, Bailey is powerless in the face of The Misfit and his henchmen, becoming a victim alongside his family. This portrayal of the father reflects themes of themes of vulnerability and the limitations of traditional authority.

In Flannery O’Connor’s A Good Man is Hard to Find, the father figure represents a conventional paternal role, who is responsible for making decisions within the family. As both the father of his children and the son of his mother, he embodies dual responsibilities within the family structure. On one hand, he must maintain an image of authority and responsibility for his children, which is evident when the father refuses the children’s requests. On the other hand, the father must navigate complex familial relationships, balancing his role as a decision-maker with his obligations as a son. Despite these roles, the father in this story is portrayed as powerless, especially in moments of crisis, such as the encounter with The Misfit.

2.3 Father image in Kittens by Joyce Carol Oates
The story Kittens by Joyce Carol Oates (1938- ) explores the theme of paternal authority, and the loss of innocence experienced by children. Joyce Carol Oates is America's most distinguished and prolific writer (Anderson, 2022). In this story, the father is driving his kids home at first. Along the way, the kids discover a group of abandoned kittens in the grass. Filled with excitement and compassion, the children plead with their father to allow them to care for the kittens. Even the father resists firstly, he gives in later for some reasons.  One of the reasons in this story could be his spoil for his favourite kid, Lula. With their father's permission, the children are overjoyed and have a delightful time with the kittens in the car.  However, the climax is when the father abruptly stops the car on the bridge and demands the kittens from the kids. At the time, the kids are so scared and hopeless to realize that the father is going to throw away the kittens which broke his promise. One by one, the father takes the kittens and throws them over the bridge into the river below. The children are powerless to stop him, their innocence shattered by the father’s brutal actions. The father's only justification for his behaviour is, "Because I am Daddy, I decide how things end.".

In this story, the father figure is depicted as an authoritarian presence, exercising absolute dominance over his children. His act of throwing the kittens over the bridge displays his assertion of power and cruelty, contrasting with the children’s innocence and compassion. From this perspective, the story intends to broaden the contrast between the innocence of childhood and the harsh realities of the adult world. The story also examines the complex dynamics of fatherhood, presenting a violent and unfeeling image of the father. His cruelty not only impacts the children directly but also raises questions about the influence such behaviour may have on children’s emotional development (Domotor, 2013). 

The kittens, symbolizing innocence and fragility, reflect the children's inner world, which is sensitive and yearning for care. Their desire to adopt the kittens represents their instinct for nurturing and connection, an instinct crushed by the father’s actions. Additionally, the title Kittens evokes images of tenderness and care, which contrasts sharply with the father’s brutal actions, deepening the story’s emotional impact. Despite its brevity, the narrative encapsulates profound connotations, encouraging readers to reflect on the reasons behind the father’s cruelty and the implications of such actions on familial relationships and the loss of innocence. The father’s behaviour challenges readers to contemplate the complexities of authority, emotional detachment, and the generational transmission of trauma.

3. Discussion
3.1 Nature of short stories
It should be noticed that although short stories are brief in length, they possess a remarkable ability to convey profound meanings (Tucan, 2014). Through precise and concise language, authors encapsulate complex themes, evoke deep emotions, and provoke thought within their limited word count. The three stories analyzed, The Father by Raymond Carver, A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O’Connor, and Kittens by Joyce Carol Oates, demonstrate the immense potential of this literary form to express intricate ideas about fatherhood and family dynamics.

3.2 Different images of a father in short stories
In the three short stories, the Father by Raymond Carver, A Good Man is Hard to Find by Flannery O’Connor, and Kittens by Joyce Carol Oates, different images of a father are presented, ranging from emotional detachment and powerlessness to authoritarian dominance. These different images of a father highlight the complexities of fatherhood, the dynamics within a family and the influence of cultural and societal expectations.

In The Father, the focus is on the father’s emotional detachment and his distant presence within the family, exploring how silence and disengagement reflect broader societal expectations and family dynamics. The father remains physically and emotionally removed from the family as they gather around the newborn baby. His absence from the lively discussions highlights his lack of connection with his family, emphasizing themes of alienation and emotional invisibility. The father’s silence and detachment underscore a broader commentary on societal expectations that prioritize financial provision over emotional engagement, leaving fathers isolated within their roles.  

In contrast, Flannery O’Connor’s A Good Man is Hard to Find portrays a father, Bailey, who struggles to maintain authority within his family. Despite being the head of the household, Bailey’s decision-making is consistently undermined, particularly by the manipulative grandmother and the demanding nature of his children. While Bailey represents a traditional paternal figure responsible for guiding his family, his powerlessness becomes evident in moments of crisis, such as the encounter with The Misfit. This depiction reflects themes of vulnerability and the fragility of traditional authority, highlighting the father’s inability to assert control or protect his family in critical moments.  The analysis of  A Good Man is Hard to Find examines Bailey as a father figure whose authority is undermined by familial manipulation and who becomes powerless in moments of crisis, reflecting themes of vulnerability and traditional paternal roles. 

In Kittens, Joyce Carol Oates introduces a father whose authoritarian presence and cruelty dominate the narrative. Unlike the emotionally detached father in Carver’s story or the powerless Bailey in O’Connor’s, the father in Kittens actively asserts his dominance through a violent act. Throwing kittens over a bridge despite his children’s pleas, shatters his children’s innocence, presenting a stark contrast between the tenderness of childhood and the harsh realities of adult authority. The father’s behaviour embodies an oppressive and unfeeling authority, raising questions about the impact of such actions on familial relationships and the emotional development of children.  

While the fathers in these stories differ significantly, they all reflect the complexities of paternal roles and the tensions inherent in family dynamics. Carver’s father is defined by silence and emotional detachment, O’Connor’s father by his failure to assert authority, and Oates’s father by his oppressive dominance. Together, these narratives reveal a spectrum of fatherhood, shaped by societal pressures, personal limitations, and the evolving expectations of familial roles. Each story, through its unique portrayal of the father, invites readers to reflect on the multifaceted nature of fatherhood, the interplay of authority and vulnerability, and the lasting impact of paternal behaviour on family relationships.  

3.3 Relevance of background information in short stories 
When reading a short story, it is also important to understand the background of the authors, which greatly helps the interpretation of their works. For example, the minimalist style can be found in Raymond Carver's work, focusing on ordinary lives and the subtle complexities of human relationships (Just, 2008; Meyer, 1989). In The Father, his portrayal of an emotionally distant and indifferent father resonates with his broader themes of alienation and silence.  The father's quiet presence and lack of connection with his family raises questions about identity and society's expectations of fathers (Thomières, 2004). Moreover, for Raymond Carver, writing about father figures may also be a reflection and meditation on being a father for himself (Cochrane, 1989).

Similarly, Understanding the context of O’Connor’s own life provides additional insight into the dynamics depicted in her fiction. Flannery O’Connor was born in Savannah, Georgia, the central area of the Bible Belt where spent her childhood. This experience had a profound influence on O’Connor’s writing, encouraging her to explore themes related to the Catholic faith such as grace and redemption (Li, 2022).  In addition, her writing is characterized by vivid characters and shocking plot twists (Xiong, 2024). In A Good Man is Hard to Find, the father figure embodies the fragility of traditional authority, and his inability to protect his family, highlighting the broader dysfunction in family relationships. This depiction is consistent with O’Connor’s tendency to critique the moral and spiritual failures of the characters in her work (Gentry, 2017; Kane, 1965). Her fiction often explores the struggles within families (Magistrale, 1987), particularly the failure of parental figures to establish emotional or spiritual connections with their children.

Joyce Carol Oates’s Kittens reflects her recurring exploration of power dynamics and emotional trauma. Oates’s works go deep into the darker side of human nature (Araújo, 2007), and the father in Kittens brutally abuses his power and his cruelty shatters the innocence of his children. This narrative captures the contrast between childhood tenderness and the harshness of adult realities, leaving readers to think about the influence of such cruelty on familial relationships (Kazazi et al., 2024).

These authors’ personal experiences and cultural contexts shape their literary works, influencing their depictions of fatherhood and family dynamics. By considering the background of each writer, readers can gain a deeper understanding of the themes and messages in their stories. Despite their brevity, these short stories transcend their length, offering profound insights into the human condition and challenging readers to reflect on the complexities of fatherhood, authority, and emotional connection.

4. Personal reflections on my father
When reading short stories about fathers, I also have reflections on my own father. From an intercultural perspective, I recognize certain responses that align with the image of a Chinese father. A notable example is my father's struggle to manage conflicts with my mother. Additionally, as a man, he tends to refrain from sharing domestic responsibilities with her.

My father embodies a traditionally masculine image. Originating from a poor countryside in the 1960s, he moved to big cities in his early years to make a living. On one hand, he does work hard to support the family financially, fulfilling the conventional role of a Chinese father. On the other hand, he displays traits often associated with traditional masculinity, such as emotional silence and a tendency to maintain authority through dominance.

He is not particularly communicative with the family, which creates a sense of emotional distance. It is challenging to discern his thoughts or feelings, perhaps he believes that emotional expression is the mother’s responsibility rather than the father’s. When something traumatic happened to my sister, I sensed that he was deeply affected but unable to process or express his pain. His inability to address inner emotions seems to reflect the limitations of his role as a father, which is shaped by societal expectations.

He is a traditional masculine image who uses violence as a method to solve problems. There were instances when he sought to assert his authority through violence. Around the year 2000, after achieving financial success through his business, he maintained a gambling habit that led to conflicts with my mother. On one occasion, during an argument, he struck her with an alarm clock in an attempt to reinforce his control over the household. When his business later declined, his inability intensified. As a teenager, I experienced this when he once beat me with a broom after a gambling loss. I understand that these moments of violence were expressions of his own frustrations, annoyance and insecurities.

Now that I am an adult, his authority holds less influence on me. Yet, his adherence to traditional masculine roles persists. For instance, he continues to believe that household chores and cooking are solely women’s responsibilities, a belief that my mother has largely accommodated. This complexity highlights the duality of the father figure, a provider and protector, yet constrained by traditional ideals that can foster emotional disconnection and authoritarian tendencies. 

As a Chinese son, I can perceive the dynamic relations within my family. I am from southern China, with cultural heritage from Hakka culture.  Over the past few years, I have observed the changes in my father as he ages. I firmly believe that people evolve over time. In various situations, different facets of fatherhood emerge. Even across cultures, fathers often hold a position of authority within the family. Moreover, family members, particularly fathers, significantly influence a child's development (Domotor, 2013).  
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