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"The Religious Dimensions of William Faulkner: An Inquiry into the 

Dichotomy of Puritanism" traces a secular mode of thinking of American 

moral superiority and the gospel of success to its religious origins. The study 

shows that while the basis for American moral superiority derives from the 

typological correspondence between sacred history and American experience, 

the gospel of success results from the Puritan preoccupation with work as a 

virtue instead of a necessity because labor improves one's lot in this world 

while securing salvation in the next. By explaining how Puritanism begins 

as a rejection of worldliness but ends as an orgy of materialism, my study 

raises and addresses the paradoxical nature of the Puritan legacy: Why 

should the Puritan work ethic, when subverted by its logical conclusion—the 

gospel of success, result in the undoing of Puritan spirituality in its mission 

of redeeming the Old World? 

Furthermore, this inquiry examines the role Puritanism plays in 

creating the mythologies of America as the New World Garden, the white 

man as the American Adam, the black man as the American Ham, and the 

white woman as the American Eve. In the Puritan use of biblical typology, 

blacks and women function as the white men's servants and helpmates and, 



as such, have only adjunctive value to the white men's moral vision of the 

New Canaan and their economic pursuit of an earthly paradise. Since the 

racist and sexist discourse of Adamic self-creation predominates the 

American Dream, blacks and women become part of, rather than owner of, 

that dream. Basing my analysis on his three major novels, I demonstrate 

William Faulkner's penetrating insight into the dilemmas and ramifications 

of Puritanism in his critique of the American gospel of success in general and 

the Southern gospels of racism and sexism in particular. My conception of 

Puritanism in dichotomous tension, paradigmatically proposed as the 

American Adam turned Franklinesque self-made man, sheds new light on 

Faulkner's fictional characters as victims of the Puritan moral ambiguities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This project studies the religious perspectives of William Faulkner's 

major novels. The idea for this study stems from my discussion with my 

advisor, Professor James Baird, about the theoretical and practical sides of 

Puritanism. Though never explicitly conceptualized in this way, at least not 

that I am aware of, this idea is not entirely unfamiliar, especially when 

critics compare and contrast the Puritan ideal premised supposedly on the 

biblical norm with the actualities of the Puritan practices or the Puritan 

founders' moral vision for the New World and how America has, for better or 

worse, deviated from that ideal. Since Faulkner's relationship with 

Puritanism has already been the subject of many inquiries, the justification I 

offer for this study lies in the fact that none has related Faulkner to 

Puritanism in terms of this dichotomy. This division of Puritanism into 

theory and practice, norm and deviation, theology and ideology, is significant 

in helping a reader understand Faulkner's ambiguity about, and 

ambivalence toward, his Southern heritage in particular and the American 

tradition in general. 

By dividing Puritanism thus into theory and practice, I may have 

raised a question that pertains to any human ideology: Does Puritanism 

practice what it preaches? (This question is still being asked in churches in a 

modernized version nowadays: "You can talk the talk, but can you walk the 



walk?") If it sounds as though there is skepticism about the sincerity and 

integrity of the Puritans, there is good reason. American history for the past 

three hundred years has been a chronicle of intermittently radical revolt 

against, and steady departure from, Puritanism, especially on the part of 

liberal American writers and cultural critics. Over time, the popular 

caricature of Puritanism has resulted in the stereotyping of Puritans as rigid 

and narrow-minded moralists guilty of hypocrisy. However, as Perry Miller 

in his seminal study of Puritanism, The New England Mind, has amply 

demonstrated, the Puritans were distinguished for their genuine piety. Even 

Faulkner's Puritan characters--Doc Hines and Simon McEachern for 

example, grotesque and absurd as they may be, are sincere in their 

convictions. Moreover, even though Puritans have suffered the loss of 

intellectual respectability at the hands of such iconoclasts as H. L. Mencken, 

Puritans in history were nevertheless deep thinkers whose commitment to 

education alone recommends them as scholars and savants.1 Therefore, the 

intensity of this attack on Puritanism can only be explained by the tenacity 

of the Puritan hold on American culture. Such a strong grip simply could not 

endure if it were not based on firm, sincere convictions. 

However, it is not my intention to judge Puritanism in moral terms. 

Rather, by contrasting theory with practice in reference to Puritanism, I 

want to shed light on the philosophical and religious rationales behind 

Puritanism as a cultural background against which what I perceive as the 



tension of American culture can be understood. The way to arrive at these 

rationales is to pit the theoretical (also the theological and normative) 

elements of Puritanism against its practical (also the cultural and deviant) 

elements in order to discern any inconsistency or disparity which informs 

that tension. As a logical conclusion, this dichotomy can also be used to serve 

as a dialectic interplay between the Puritan ideals and the resulting Puritan 

reality, and between the Puritan desire and the Puritan facts, leading 

ultimately to an investigation of myth in relation to history, which, I believe, 

is also what Faulkner's major works are about. 

Now let me further define my thesis by making another distinction 

between the theoretical and the practical aspects of Puritanism. In the 

theoretical aspects I have subsumed the theological and the normative, which 

involve the Puritan vision and rhetoric. In this Puritan vision and rhetoric is 

found the enduring myth of America as the New World Garden, the American 

as the New Adam, and the American Age as the Millennium. In short, it is 

about the Puritan's peculiar American experience of spiritual quest for 

personal salvation and immortality, an ideal best exemplified by John 

Winthrop. In Sacvan Bercovitch's classic study of John Winthrop as 

presented in Cotton Mather's Magnolia Christi Americanus, we come face to 

face with "the Puritan origins of the American self," which is also the title of 

Bercovitch's book. However, even in this defining example of American 

idealism, we hear what Bercovitch calls the jarring note of materialism, 



anticipating Benjamin Franklin. After all, despite the well-meaning 

Winthrops who tried to make glorifying God the primary goal of Puritan lives 

in America, the very notion of "calling" coupled with the necessity for 

survival, to say nothing of the colonialist conquest of America for land and 

wealth, inevitably resulted in a corrupted secular version of the American 

dream. From the very start, the Puritan work ethic, by making work as 

virtue out of work as necessity, hence a proper way to wealth, already 

inherently spelt the demise of Puritanism as a religious movement. In 

conjunction with utilitarianism and pragmatism, which are logical 

conclusions of Puritanism, the Puritan work ethic has done more than 

anything else in turning the Gospel of Jesus into the Gospel of Wealth, thus 

contributing to the secularization of America. It is primarily this aspect of 

Puritanism that I call its practical side, which is revealed by such Faulkner 

characters as Thomas Sutpen, Joe Christmas and Jason Compson who are 

Puritan workaholics even though they may not share the Puritan religious 

view. 

Having defined what I mean by the dichotomy of Puritanism, and 

before entering into a more detailed discussion of the ramifications of 

Puritanism, let me make one more important point, which I believe pertains 

also to my discussion of Faulkner, i. e., Puritan literalism. As we will see 

throughout the discussion, a literalist mentality underlies the Puritan 

interpretation of the Bible and, as a logical result of that interpretation, the 



American myth. We see evidence of this mentality, for example, in Light In 

August in the character of Doc Hines who keeps his wife at gun point from 

getting the doctor to deliver his daughter's baby, thus watching his daughter 

die in childbearing, because he believes his daughter has committed 

miscegenation and therefore deserves to die, since "the wages of sin is death," 

literally. Another case in point is Simon McEachern who identifies himself 

with Michael, the archangel, an instrument of God in wreaking vengeance on 

sinners. As we will see, this rigidly literalist interpretation of the Bible and 

positive identification with biblical events and characters without apology or 

explanation has been a Puritan tradition and lies at the root of the American 

myth at large. 



CHAPTER 1 

PURITANISM AS THEORY 

Typology as Puritan Thetoric 

In this chapter, I will deal with the Puritan use of typology as a means 

of shaping the Puritan, and consequently the American, self image, because 

it is in terms of typology that the American myths of the New World Garden, 

the American Adam and the American Millennium are formed. 

In exploring what is termed as "the rhetoric of American identity" 

which Sacvan Bercovitch sees as "a central aspect of [the] Puritan legacy" 

(Bercovitch, Puritan Origins, ix), I want to offer a synthetic presentation of 

the topic by piecing together ideas from authoritive sources such as 

Bercovitch, Ursula Brumm, Perry Miller and Walter Elwell along with Harry 

S. Stout in Nathan 0. Hatch and Mark A. Noll's The Bible In_America. 

Typology, according to these sources, is a hermeneutical method of relating 

the Old Testament and the New Testament in terms of prophecies and 

fulfillments. Typology, by definition, is concerned with figura or typos--the 

Latin or Greek words for model or pattern-capable of replicating copies, or 

antitypes. 

Therefore, biblical typology involves an analogical correspondence 



in which earlier events, persons, and places in salvation history 

become patterns by which later events and the like are interpreted. 

(Elwell 1118) 

In the Old Testament Bible, some of the figura or types are Adam, Moses and 

Israel, who have coherence in the redemptive history only insofar as they 

foreshadow, or point toward, Jesus Christ. In other words, the Old 

Testament Bible types such as Adam, Moses and Israel all find in Christ 

their fulfillment as prefigurations. As St. Augustine terms it, the Old 

Testament is New Testament concealed; New Testament is Old Testament 

revealed.2 The hermeneutical approach to such interpretation, therefore, lies 

in seeing "[t]he meaning of Old Testament laws, rituals, objects, and 

historical covenants...as precursors, representations, and 'types,' of the 

deliverance fully manifest in the Cross and the open sepulcher" (Hatch and 

Noll, 23). This christological approach did not originate as an ingenuity of 

the Reformation but was embedded in the Bible itself as attested by the 

Epistle to the Hebrews and the Pauline Epistles. Relating typology to its 

application to history, Thomas M. Davis says, 

Writing before there is any New Testament canon, the authors view 

the Old Testament in the light of divine history. The Hebrew 

Scriptures, they believe, are not simply the sacred books of the Jewish 

people, and, as such, to be read in reference to that faith alone; they 

are the records of God's dealings with his people, and in these 



relationships, the advent of his divine Son is foreshadowed. To the 

New Testament authors, typological exegesis is a method of reading 

history; it is centrally rooted in history itself. (Bercovitch, Typology, 17) 

However, in the medieval Church this apostolic tradition of seeing 

typology as prophetic history was lost to the Scholastic tradition of 

allegorizing the Bible until the Reformation when Scriptures were again read 

typologically (i.e., literally) since in the mind of the reformers, unlike 

allegory, "[t]he type exists in history and is factual....In the type there is a 

rigorous correspondence, which is not a chance resemblance, between the 

representation and the antitype (Perry Miller 6-7). In other words, typology 

"differs from most of the allegorical forms known to us by the historicity of 

both the sign and what it signifies" (Auerbach qtd. in Brumm, 26). Brumm 

further differentiates between a symbol and a type: "The type is not a symbol 

of Christ. It is a definite historical person or event of the Old Testament that 

prefigures Christ, yet exists with its own independent meaning and 

justification"(23). In summary, 

[t]his method of textual interpretation reads the Bible not symbolically 

or allegorically but literally or historically, taking biblical events as 

actual incidents that also show forth the divinely intended pattern of 

history. (Barnstone 5) 

The emphasis given to such differentiations lies in assuring a literal 

and historical interpretation of the Bible by warding off the "danger of 



vanishing into an allegoric-symbolic interpretation of the Bible"(Brumm 23). 

This distinction, as we will see, is vital to understanding the Puritans' 

positive identification of their American experience with the divine 

revelation, a stance definitely fostered by their literalist mentality. 

Moreover, to forestall potential abuse of Scriptures by private interpretations 

as a result of the Protestant principle of the priesthood of all believers, as 

Bercovitch explains, 

they demanded a precise spiritual correspondence between the history 

of the Hebrews and the life of the believer. Like Christ, the Bible 

could be rightly perceived only by one who had transformed himself in 

His image. And like the process of that transformation, the story of 

Israel had its telos in the Christ-event. Interpreter and text confirmed 

one another in their mutual imitatio.... It was not enough, they cried, 

for the saintly exegete to submit to the Word, as Catholics pretended 

to. He must also ratify his every experience, all his thoughts and 

feelings by the infallible standard of holy scripture.( Puritan Origins, 

28) 

This spiritual correspondence, which informs the core of the American 

myth, is achieved by typology, the task of which is to define the course 

of the church ("spiritual Israel") and of the exemplary Christian life. 

In this view Christ, the "antitype," stood at the center of history, 

casting His shadow forward to the end of time as well as backward 
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across the Old Testament.(36) 

Bercovitch thus pinpoints not only the methodology, but also the 

epistemology underlying the Puritan Weltanschauung. The secrets of human 

history lie embedded in God's revealed Word. All it takes is to look them up 

and find one's mirror image in the Bible. All human history, individually or 

collectively, is already determined or predestined by the few archetypal 

patterns capable of reproducing identical copies. In the terminology of 

structuralism, the American myth is but a copy of the master narrative of the 

Judeo-Christian myth. Ontologically, "[s]ince Christ as antitype 

encompassed all of history, there was no reality outside of the human-divine 

paradigm"(37). 

In the light of this reading of the Bible we are enabled to penetrate the 

cultural and literary symbolism of the American Adam and the American 

dream underlying the American identity. For what is this American Adam 

delineated by R. W. B. Lewis but Christ as the New Adam prophecied by Paul 

in Romans 5:14, the New Adam as American who has emerged reborn 

through the baptismal Atlantic crossing as a representative of Redeemer 

Nation3 charged with a mission to save the world, or, to say the least, "make 

the world safe for democracy"? And what is America but the New Jerusalem 

of the Millennium, "the new heaven and the new earth" prophecied in the 

Apocalypse of John, the New World Garden which is simultaneously the end 

and the beginning of secular as well as divine history? It is against the 
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background of this American myth that I project my reading of Faulkner. It 

is also my contention that it is not just the Southern myth but the American 

myth as a whole that Faulkner calls into question. 

Having outlined in broad strokes the conceptual framework within 

which the American myth is construed in terms of typology, I am going to use 

the Adamic myth as a test case to establish the correlation betweem this 

specific myth and the Puritan use of typology. 

R.W.B. Lewis in his seminal study of the nineteenth century American 

Adamic myth defines the American Adam as someone who was 

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, ready to confront 

whatever awaited him with the aid of his own unique and inherent 

resources. (Lewis 5) 

He then says that to "a Bible reading generation," that image invokes the 

biblical Adam before the Fall. Lewis rightly perceives the spirit of optimism 

and euphoria displayed by the New World man newly liberated from the 

religious persecution, political oppression and economic exploitation of the 

Old World. To him, America symbolizes rebirth and renewal, a new Garden 

of Eden where humanity is given a second chance to start all over again. 

However, Lewis does not trace the origin of this Adamic myth to 

seventeenth century Puritanism. When he claims that "[t]he (Adamic) image 
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was slow to work its way to the surface of American expression," and that 

"the literal use of the story of Adam and the Fall of Man--as a model for 

narrative-occurred in the final works of American novelists, the works in 

which they sought to summarize the whole of their American experience" 

(Lewis 6), he fails to take into account the pervasive influence of seventeenth 

century Puritan covenant theology. According to this theology, Jesus Christ's 

sacrifice has sealed a new covenant, a covenant of grace between God and the 

Puritan elect to replace the old covenant of works God contracted with Adam 

who represented the entire fallen humanity. Christ, who was the typological 

fulfillment of Adam, therefore came as the second Adam, who brought not 

only the paradise regained, but ushered in the Millennnium with the Puritan 

colonization of America. In other words, the Adamic image did not just 

"mak[e] itself felt as an atmospheric presence, a motivating idea"(Lewis 6), it 

was the controlling idea that was to help give literary expression to the 

peculiar American experience and to serve as the birthmark of, as well as the 

declaration of Independence for, American literature. 

From this brief examination, we also notice that the American myth as 

a whole is based on the Adamic myth, that the myth of America as the New 

World Garden, the myth of American Age as the Millennium, and hence the 

American dream, all follow naturally from the Adamic myth which is the 

cultural and literary product of Puritanism, or rather of Puritan 

hermeneutics. 
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By calling attention to the inadequacy of Lewis' chronicling of the 

Adamic lineage, I do not mean to denigrate his work, but rather to 

acknowledge the pioneering contribution he has made in recognizing this 

American tradition. If Puritanism provided the origins of the Adamic myth 

in terms of imagery and symbolism, it is Romanticism, Lewis rightly 

perceives, that has provided the occasion and impetus to turn it into a 

national myth America has come to appropriate as its own. As Ursula 

Brumm suggests in "Christ and Adam as 'Figures' in American Literature," 

the process undertaken to transform the American myth into the national 

myth is the process undertaken to turn Christ as the Son of God into Jesus as 

the Son of Man through Emersonian Transcendentalism, which is almost a 

misnomer, since it is God's immanence rather than his transcendentality that 

is emphasized here. By finding a spiritual truth behind every physical fact, 

Emerson embues the natural world with divine presence. Seen from this 

perspective, the humanity of Jesus who embodies divinity is just a logical 

extension of Transcendentalism. By extending this divinity from Jesus to all 

of humanity, Romanticism succeeds in transmuting Christ into a figure or 

type capable of antitypes that are to populate modern American literature. 

Having traced the development of the American myth from its Puritan 

origins to its present outgrowth, Brumm concludes thus that "[i]n a secular 

age Christ becomes the literary symbol of the innocent man suffering for his 

brothers"(206). Brumm further points out, as do many other critics, that 
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Faulkner employs the Christ figure more often than any other writers. Here 

is a brief list of characters as Christ figures: Benjy in The Sound and the 

Fury, Joe Christmas in Light In August, Isaac McCaslin in Go Down, Moses, 

and the Corporal in A Fable. This list suffices as indication of Faulkner's, as 

well as modern writers', fascination and preoccupation with Christ as 

typological figure. 

When summarizing the metamorphosis of the American myth from 

Puritan hermeneutics, Bercovitch claims: 

In the traditional allegory of rebirth, the saint flees the Egypt-

Babylon of sin, crosses the Red Sea to salvation, perseveres through a 

desert of temptations, and so wins the celestial Canaan which by 

promise was already his. The parallels which the emigrants drew 

between these figural landmarks and their actual journey--from the 

European Babylon across the Atlantic Sea through the American 

wilderness--lent a special metaphoric dimension to their self-concept, 

one which joined their vita nuova as saints to the "newness" of the 

continent itself. Insofar as it had an Indian past, America was an 

ensign for them of the Devil's world, now at last to be reclaimed by 

Christ. What they considered its true identity they fashioned out of 

the end-time prophecies concerning the federally united remnant of the 

elect that would inherit the ends of the earth. In short, they named 
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had their land by providence; they had it by promise. Thus separating 

the territory qua territory from its secular history, they imposed upon 

it a legendary past and an apocalyptic future which rendered its "true" 

inhabitants a "holy people," and its "discovery" a rebirth of mankind. 

("Image," 162-163) 

Naive as this one on one typological correspondence between sacred history 

and American experience may sound, it has been firmly established as the 

theoretical basis for American moral superiority throughout American 

history. It has since been reflected in Manifest Destiny domestically and in 

"the popularity of the imperialistic policy as a spiritual mission" of "bringing 

the gospel to unenlightened nations" internationally(Edwards and Horten, 

264). Far from being diplomatic rhetoric, the claim of "the American people 

as His chosen nation to finally lead in the regeneration of the world"(Albert J. 

Beveridge qtd by Edwards and Horten, 265) has been sincerely embraced as 

an article of faith and a motivating principle behind even the most 

"commercially profitable" manifestations of "hard-headed practicality" in 

"American foreign policy"(Edwards and Horten, 264-66). How to account for 

this ironic tension, dilemma, and ambiguity thus constitute the following 

pages of the first two chapters. 
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Tensions of the Puritan Dilemma 

Earlier in the previous section about the Puritan rhetoric, I mentioned 

the tension that arises from the dichotomy of Puritanism, with paradox or 

irony being a special form of tension. While reserving the examination of the 

tension between the theoretical and the practical sides of Puritanism till 

later, I want to argue first that Puritan rhetoric itself is paradoxical. 

We have noticed how Puritans used typology to construct a rhetoric of 

American identity which is based on literal interpretation of the Puritans' 

American experience in terms of biblical revelation. It is almost as though 

"they had discovered America in scripture"(Bercovitch, Puritan Origins, 112). 

As Bercovitch argues eloquently, the irony is inherent in the very approach of 

typology which, by definition, requires the believer to grasp the literal 

significance of the scripture through a precise spiritual correspondence 

between the believer's experience and the sacred history in mutual 

confirmation. "Since the significance was put there by God, exegesis meant 

no invention or ingenuity, but orthodoxy....In other words, literalism 

precludes personal interpretation"(lll), that is, no "new sense" save for what 

is divulged in the divine revelation. But since the believer alone remains the 

one to decide on the significance behind the letters of the Bible (or to use 

Whitaker's words as quoted by Bercovitch in this context, "proceed from the 

thing to the thing signified") with or without the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 

this principle and the practice of "the priesthood of all believers" open the 
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interpretation of the Bible to "subjectivism" and "a private typology of current 

affairs"(112-113). "What if," Bercovitch asks the inevitable question and 

leads it to the only logical answer, 

for example, the saintly and duly reverent reader, bent on discovery, 

not invention, did find some "new sense" as he proceeded from the 

thing to the thing signified? Moreover, what if that new sense enabled 

him to discern signs hitherto concealed, and hermeneutically 

applicable to his present, secular situation? He would then have the 

whole system of exegesis at his disposal; he could restructure all of 

sacred history to bear out his signification; he could marshall all the 

literal-spiritual texts of the Bible to sustain his private vision. (112) 

And that is exactly what has happened to American cultural history as borne 

out by Mark Noll in his "The Image of the United States as a Biblical Nation, 

1776-1865." Noll singles out sermons and treatises based on the typological 

treatment of America, pointing out that "In this activity the only limits upon 

a preacher's treatment of 'our American Israel' were the limits of his 

imagination"(Hatch and Noll 43). He goes on to illustrate as an example a 

variety of typological treatment of America over the slavery issue. While the 

proslavery clergy justified America as New Israel, feeling no qualm about 

slavery on the grounds that ancient Israel sanctioned slavery as well, others, 

especially the black ministers, identified America as the scriptural Egypt 

from which they, the blacks, like Israel took their Exodus(47-51). The same 
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pair of interpretations occurs in Faulkner's Light In August in which we see 

not only Doc Hines condemning the blacks to the subjection of whites on the 

ground of divine sanction of black servitude, but Calvin Burden preaching a 

black Exodus out of the slave-holding Egypt--American South led by Moses-

Abraham Lincoln. 

Another paradox of Puritanism lies in its tension between 

individualism and conformity. Whereas Puritanism with its advocacy that 

"the soul must confront God alone"(Barnstone xvi) on the basis of personal 

faith and divine grace fosters individualism, its imitation of, or rather 

identification with, scriptural Israel entails a theocracy which demands 

conformity to a covenant of national election. In the words of Larzer Ziff, it is 

a tension 

between the belief that religion, taking its impetus from revelation, 

through reason achieves forms and laws which are essential to the 

aiding of weak human nature and to the continuity of divine law upon 

earth; and the belief that since man's relation to God is super-rational, 

consisting as it does of the Lord's gift of grace to the individual 

believer, laws and rituals are dead except insofar as they are directly 

informed by the Holy Spirit acting through the individual believer. 

(Bercovitch, Puritan Imagination, 34) 

This tension, though antedating Puritanism, as Ziff points out, was 

central to American Puritanism and came to be represented as the tension 
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between legalism and antinomianism. Antinomianism, which advocates self 

reliance and elevation of one's conscience above law and social convention 

(Barnstone xiv), thus foreshadowing Emersonian Transcendentalism, was 

promoted by Anne Hutchinson within the Puritan colony. In conjunction 

with the separatism of Roger Williams, this "Puritan dilemma" is also 

imputed to be ultimately responsible for what Oscar Handlin calls "the long 

conflict...between the freedom of the individual to follow his own dreams and 

the responsibility of the society for maintaining order"(Edmund Morgan, x). 

In Faulkner we find this tension dramatized by Isaac McCaslin whose 

repudiation of his Southern heritage of slavery as a conscientious rejection of 

sin and evil runs counter to the community values of the white Southern 

society. 

Yet a third trait informing the ironic tension of Puritanism reveals a 

paradox intrinsic to its design. Though an earthly millennium presupposes 

a prelapsarian innocence of man contrary to the Puritans' bleak view of 

human nature, it does not seem to bother the Puritans because, by 

typologically identifying themselves with ancient Israel through national 

election on the grounds of a federal covenant, the Puritans believe 

themselves marked as God's chosen people and set apart as "a city on the 

hill" for the rest of the world to imitate. Termed by David Noble a 

"contradiction between the ideal and real," the Puritans' self-fulfilling 

prophecy has come to be seen as a self-delusion, an escape from history and 
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an attempt to "impose the order of metaphysics and theology on the 

disorderly experience of life"(28). Commenting on Hawthorne's The Scarlet 

Letter, Noble points out what I deem as the problem of New England 

Puritanism: 

European men had here in Massachusetts established a human society 

as mortal and fallible as themselves. Nevertheless, they had 

proclaimed themselves as earthly saints who had withdrawn from 

their sinful brothers in Europe to establish a Kingdom of God in the 

New World. The great expectation of these Puritans was that none of 

their elect membership would sin; they refused to accept weakness as 

the necessary human condition in this new land where rebirth 

promised the possibility of Adamic innocence.(26) 

Assuming the "Adamic innocence" for themselves, the Puritans found 

in the Pope the antitype of Anti-Christ and in the Old World the biblical 

counterpart of Babylon, thus invoking an apocalyptic vision of Armageddon, 

the last battle between good and evil bringing about the Millennium. The 

concept of Armageddon, which has kept recurring at every critical juncture of 

American history and in the experience of individuals "with a soul that is 

divided against itself'(5), has been behind the Calvinist preoccupation with 

sin and violence. In attributing the cause of such fanaticism, Noble claims, 
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In denying their sinfulness, these Puritans had committed the 

unforgivable sin of denying their own humanity. They had refused to 

acknowledge their historical parents, their lineage to the Eternal 

Adam, and created instead that abstract creature without roots and, 

therefore, without the quality of mercy-the American Adam.(25) 

From the perspective of a historian who is keenly aware of how myth 

invests meaning in the otherwise disorderly events of experience, Noble 

assumes the task of demythologizing the Adamic myth of innocence by calling 

into question the Puritan idealism of perfection and the illusions of the 

Puritan self-definition, and by reminding us repeatedly of "the sin of 

pride"(39) and "the necessity of love and brotherhood in a world that is a 

democracy of sinners"(40). 

However, in a relentless pursuit of perfection or "God's will," as were 

the New England Puritans, it is easy to abandon forgiveness of human 

frailties for an "unchristian lack of charity"(39). A case in point can be found 

again in Faulkner's Light In August. Caught in their own conception of 

themselves as the agents of God's will for the punishment of the innate sins 

of depraved humanity, Doc Hines and Simon McEachern place themselves 

above human frailty and vulnerability by asserting their undaunted will over 

sinners like Joe Christmas. In their desperate anxiety over Christmas's 

imperfection, they reject him as a vessel of God's wrath. Christmas falls prey 

to their religious fanaticism for righteous perfection as much as he is a 
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scapegoat victimized by the Southern racism. Gail Hightower, himself a 

victim and victimizer of alienation from common humanity, contemplates the 

spiritual sterility the ruthless pursuit of earthly perfection is reduced to: 

He seems to see the churches of the world like a rampart, like one of 

those barricades of the middleages planted with dead and sharpened 

stakes, against truth and against that peace in which to sin and be 

forgiven which is the life of man.(461) 

This sense of unreality, which John Sykes refers to as "that romance of 

innocence by which the South avoids the truth about itself'(4), "the self-

deluding nature of Puritanism"(5), is what underlies the American myth in 

general and the Southern myth of Edenic innocence in particular. In the 

novels under discussion, Faulkner undermines the theoretical side of 

Puritanism by proving it nothing but delusion, thus leaving only the practical 

side intact because that alone is reality. He refutes theoretical Puritanism 

by inverting the Adam-Christ figure and the Apocalyptic vision of 

Millennium, turning the conventional American dream into an American 

nightmare instead. 
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Notes 

1 Both Perry Miller in The New England Mind and Edwin Gaustad in 

The Religious History of America give credit to the Puritan emphasis on 

education through Puritan establishment of America's first universities. 

2 See Norman L. Geisler and William E. Nix A General Introduction to 

the Bible. Chicago: Moody Press, 1986. P.22. 

3 "Many factors contributed to point to one race and one nation as 

chosen to perform God's work in the last days. It seems as if the finger of 

Providence had pointed to the young republic of the West. The image was a 

popular one with commentators, and...it was taken literally, not only by a 

minority, but by what seems to have been a majority of the Trinitarian 

Protestants of the United States. The mission of the nation, Wilson 

remarked, is to vthe redemption of the world.' This idea of American destiny, 

how it arose and something of how it has operated in our history," is the 

subject of Ernest Lee Tuveson's Redeemer Nation(x-xi), 
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CHAPTER 2 

PURITANISM AS PRACTICE 

Puritanism as Work Ethic 

In this chapter, I am going to probe the practical Puritanism which, in 

the context of this project, suggests the Puritans' socioeconomic activities and 

practices that have caused Puritanism to be defined in secular more than in 

religious terms. As stated earlier, if the theoretical side involves the myth-

making rhetoric of Puritan idealism which regards "the colonial image of 

America as the civic fulfillment of Biblical prophecy"(Harrach 4), the 

practical side deals with the corruption of that myth. It deals with the 

realities of Puritanism and the practical aspects of the American dream, 

rather than "the America which the Puritans foresaw" but which "never 

existed" even though "their vision of America lingers today"(Harrach 4). The 

secularization of Puritanism furnishes a sociological background against 

which to study the effect of the secularized Puritanism on Faulkner's 

characters such as Joe Christmas, Thomas Sutpen and Jason Compson. 

Whatever influence the Puritan vision of America still exerts today, it 

is definitely dimmed in comparison with the Puritan practices which have 

shaped the way in which America has evolved into commercial capitalism. It 

may sound ironic that Puritanism as a religious movement with an other-
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worldly orientation should relate so significantly to an obsessive 

preoccupation with such a this-worldly enterprise as capitalism. But we will 

see as our discussion of this unique social phenomenon unfolds that this 

attribution is well grounded. 

As an apt depiction of practical Puritanism, R. H. Tawney's words need 

only a little recasting when he claims, 

If the inward and spiritual grace [as reflected in the American myth 

and embodied in its idealism] of Puritanism eludes the historian, its 

outward and visible signs [the practical aspects of Puritan life] meet 

him at every turn, and no less [probably especially so] in market place 

and counting-house and camp than in the student's chamber and the 

gathering of the elect for prayer.(166) 

However, a clearer understanding of practical Puritanism calls for an 

account of the origin and development of the Protestant ethic, particularly 

the Puritan work ethic, which, according to Max Weber's The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism and R. H. Tawney's Religion and the Rise of 

Capitalism, have played such a significant role in promoting the spirit of 

capitalism in the West and, as a logical result, the American dream. This 

American dream as a cult of success has been so well captured in the popular 

imagination by such catch phrases as "from rags to riches" and "from the log 

cabin to the White House" and lately by such book titles as Drew Brown's 

You Gotta Believe!: Education+Hard Work-drugs=the American Dream, to say 
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nothing of the countless self-help homilies generated from Benjamin Franklin 

through Horatio Alger to Norman Vincent Peale documented by Irvin G. 

Wyllie's The Self-Made Man in America and Richard Weiss's The American 

Myth of Success. 

Central to the Puritan work ethic is the Protestant concept of calling, 

which, according to Weber and Tawney, is not only responsible for the 

importance and significance attached to the modern sense of vocation as one's 

life task, but, as a logical result, also for the modern development of the 

division of labor. Contrary to Marxism, which ascribes the material 

conditions of a society as the cause of socio-economic transformation, Weber 

finds in the spiritual-religious-ideological liberation of man the catalyst for 

change.4 Just as Tawney points out in his Foreword to Weber's The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, "Capitalism was the social 

counterpart of Calvinist theology"(Weber 2). 

To better understand the Protestant Ethic in relation to the rise of 

capitalism, we must remember Tawney's suggestion that economics in the 

age of the Reformation, as in the Middle Ages, was a branch of ethics, and 

ethics part of theology. Puritan economic life was guided by Christian 

virtues which were the same as economic virtues. H. M. Robertson argues 

that 

Nothing could be further from the truth than to suppose that the 

"calling" was an invitation to amass and continue to amass great 
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riches. It was an invitation to live the orderly and settled life ordained 

for one by God, and to perform all the duties pertaining to it.(ll) 

But ironically, as Weber and Tawney point out, it is this very Puritan 

"invitation" to regard "the orderly and settled life" as well as the discharge of 

private and public duties as ordinance of God that paves the way spiritually 

and ideologically for the rise of capitalism. In an age when people's minds 

were still largely enthralled by the traditionalist and conservative view of 

work as a necessary evil, the very concept of work as a calling from God for 

the sake of His glory was nothing short of an ideological revolution. For the 

God-oriented Puritans, what more was required than this needed religious 

sanction to set them on a materialist conquest of the world, since it is the 

purported objective of Calvinism to master the world for Christ rather than 

separate from it? Henceforth, external repudiation of wealth was replaced by 

internal affirmation of materialism as a result of the pious Puritan pursuit of 

his calling. This pursuit necessarily gave rise to accumulation of wealth, 

and wealth, in its turn, was naturally perceived as a divine blessing and 

reward for one's devotion to his calling as a way of glorifying God. The 

sanctity given to calling consequently elevated the latter above mendicancy 

and alms-giving charity which were deemed as hypocritical manifestations of 

Catholic good works. 

If, however, economics and ethics were still an integral whole for the 

early Puritans, they were separated into two independent realms by the time 
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of Benjamin Franklin, one the province of the individual soul and the other 

the domain of practical life where "business is business. With reference to 

Faulkner, a case in point is provided by Absolom, Absoloml, in which this 

dichotomy is represented on one hand by the Coldfield morality as the 

religious reference, and the restraints which it imposed"(Tawney, 226) and on 

the other by Sutpen whose economic theory conforms only to the principle of 

utility. 

It is all well stated and high-sounding when Richard Baxter, a Puritan 

divine, declaims that a Christian 

is committed by his faith to the acceptance of certain ethical standards, 

and these standards are as obligatory in the sphere of economic 

transactions as in any other province of human activity.... Whatever 

the laxity of the law, the Christian is bound to consider first the golden 

rule and the public good. (Baxter qtd by Tawney 184) 

John Cotton of the New England Puritan colony gave a similar counsel 

in a sermon regarding Robert Keayne, a local merchant, who was accused of 

overcharging his customers. From early on, Bruno Leone points out in 

Puritanism: Opposing Views, the Puritan New England's growing prosperity 

and the economic rise of the bourgeoisie gave cause for "some ministers to 

question whether its people had lost sight of the religious ideals that had 

motivated its founding"(142). But such preaching and anxiety reminiscent of 

the earlier Catholic traditional teachings were doomed to failure due partly 
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to the ever-growing competitive business environment, but primarily because 

of their conflict with the type of character Puritanism fostered. Both Weber 

and Tawney attribute the formation of the Puritan character to 

individualism which resulted from the Protestant doctrine of the "priesthood 

of all believers" and the belief in sola gratia, which is "the direct gift of God, 

unmediated by any earthly institution"(Tawney 189). This in addition to the 

other two Protestant principles of "sola scriptura" and "sola fides" 

contributes to Puritan moral self-sufficiency as well as the "fragmentation" 

and "individualization of [the Protestant] conscience."5 

This Puritan moral self-sufficiency, according to Tawney, 

nerved his will, but it corroded his sense of social solidarity. For, if 

each individual destiny hangs on a private transaction between 

himself and his Maker, what room is left for human intervention? A 

servant of Jehovah more than of Christ, he revered God as a Judge 

rather than loved him as a Father, and was moved less by compassion 

for his erring brethren than by impatient indignation at the blindness 

of vessels of wrath who "sinned their mercies." A spiritual aristocrat, 

who sacrificed fraternity to liberty, he drew from his idealization of 

personal responsibility a theory of individual rights, which, secularized 

and generalized, was to be among the most potent explosives that the 

world has known. He drew from it also a scale of ethical values, in 

which the traditional scheme of Christian virtues was almost exactly 
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reversed, and which, since he was above all things practical, he carried 

as a dynamic into the routine of business and political life.(191) 

This self-sufficiency and moral confidence, solidified later in the 

Franklinesque proverb "God helps those who help themselves" led the 

Puritan to view poverty as moral failure and identify success and prosperity 

as God's reward and blessing for his prudent exercise of stewardship. 

Tempered by self-examination, self-discipline, self-control, he is the 

practical ascetic, whose victories are won not in the cloister, but on the 

battlefield, in the counting-house, and in the market.(192) 

Inevitably, as "the religious roots died out slowly, giving way to 

utilitarian worldliness"(Weber 176), Weber points out, the intense quest for 

the Kingdom of God was superseded by interest in pecuniary gains just as 

Christian's solitary spiritual pilgrimage in Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress was 

replaced by Robinson Crusoe's isolated economic venture and exploitation. 

As a result, Robinson Crusoe "carries on missionary activities [only] on the 

side"(Weber 176). This is quite in keeping with the vicissitude of American 

Puritanism, which began as a theocracy opposed to both "religious liberty and 

to economic license," but ended up being "undermined by the rise of new 

States like Rhode Island and Pennsylvania, whose tolerant, individualistic 

and utilitarian temper was destined to find its greatest representative 

in the golden common sense of Benjamin Franklin"(Tawney 198). 

Benjamin Franklin, as "a source of one of America's most compelling 
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stories... reworked the Puritan story of a God-fearing community into a new 

tale about the self-made individual" (Gallagher and Lundin, 38). Thus the 

contempt for tradition, Gallagher and Lundin continue to say, became "a 

tradition in itself," i.e., a tradition of "self-reliant individual" which was 

bound to become "the shared vision of American culture"(39). Blessed by the 

Puritan work ethic, inspired by Franklin's success through "ingenuity and 

stringent self-discipline" (Gallagher and Lundin 38), and urged by the ever 

westward expansion of the frontier with its lure of wealth and fortune, 

American materialism has become part and parcel of the American dream. 

Thus America traveled a long way from Robert Keayne, a pious Puritan, who 

grieved over being accused of profiteering despite his questionable business 

dealings,6 through Benjamin Franklin, the self-made man, who justified 

materialism by "starting America on the road to gadgetry"7 to Andrew 

Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, whose "true Gospel concerning Wealth" 

openly embraced social Darwinism. Rockefeller even "assured his fellow 

Baptists in Sunday School that 'the growth of a large business is merely a 

survival of the fittest,' and the elimination of weaker competitors 'is merely 

the working-out of a law of nature and a law of God'" (Abel 6). 

Commenting on the gross excesses of the Gilded Age, Rod W. Horton 

and Herbert W. Edwards point out, 

In a way, these financial wizards [such as Carnegie and Rockefeller] 

were merely a logical extension of the spirit of the colonial days. 
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Americans had admired business shrewdness from Puritan times. The 

Calvinist believed in conducting his practical affairs "with high 

seriousness as in itself a kind of religion" both as an antidote for 

satanic temptation and a sign of possible Election, while the spirit of 

the Enlightenment, particularly as interpreted by Benjamin Franklin, 

was strongly colored by the ideals of bourgeois industriousness. True, 

both the Calvinist and the disciple of Franklin stressed honesty and 

absence of greed in business relationships, but neither had been 

submitted to the temptations of a war economy. With the booming 

opportunities of the Sixties and Seventies, it was an easy step to alter 

eighteenth-century business morality into a philosophy of driving 

ambition, lust for power, animal cunning, and the sort of perverted 

self-reliance that leads one to trample his neighbors to be first to the 

bargain counter—and first to the exit in case of fire." (147) 

As a result, "[i]f capitalism begins as the practical idealism of the 

aspiring bourgeoisie, it ends...as an orgy of materialism"(Weber 3). In this 

process, religion became a sponsor of capitalism and capitalism an ally rather 

than an enemy of religion. Ervin G. Wyllie also notices this when he 

observes that American Protestantism has never slacked in their preaching 

of the gospel of wealth: 

The names of Henry Ward Beecher, Lyman Abbott, William Lawrence, 

Russell Conwell, and Horatio Alger were as familiar to readers of 
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success tracts as to those who worshipped in the leading Protestant 

churches on the Sabbath. By teaching that godliness was in league 

with riches such spokesmen put the sanction of the church on the get-

ahead values of the business community. And by so teaching they 

encouraged each rising generation to believe that it was possible to 

serve both God and Mammon. (56) 

When discussing the impact of religion on culture, Richard Niebuhr in 

his Christ and Culture enumerates three ways in which Christianity is 

related to culture. He subsumes Calvinism under the category of "Christ-

above-culture" which is a synthesis of "Christ-against-culture" and "Christ-of-

culture," commending the conversion of culture to Christianity rather than 

either a radical separation from culture or an syncretist accommodation of 

culture. Insofar as Puritanism with its work ethic converted American 

culture into a commercial one contrary to the Puritans' purported intentions, 

Calvinism can be said to have fulfilled its culture-converting mission. But 

such cultural transformation is "highly ambiguous" because of "the very 

concept that...one can create a truly Christian culture" (Noll/Hatch/Marsden 

31). 

Starting from New England Puritanism, America has traveled a long 

way on the road from asceticism to consumerism, which polarity has been 

mutually dependent rather than mutually exclusive, except that "[rjeligion 

brought forth prosperity and the daughter destroyed the mother"(Ahlstrom 



34 

164). As a result, work has itself become a kind of religion in this land of 

workaholics and absentee parents as is testified by this modern eulogy of 

work, which, by the way, I picked up from the office of a hard-working, 

prosperous and pious Christian gentleman, Puritan in thinking, who would 

preach to hell anybody who fails to prove their election through work and 

sacrifice: 

WHO AM I? 

I am the foundation of all business and the font of 

all prosperity. 

I am the parent of genius. 

I have laid the groundwork for every fortune in America. 

I must be loved before I can bestow my greatest blessings 

and achieve my greatest ends. 

Loved, I make life purposeful and fruitful. 

I can do more to advance a youth than his own parents, 

no matter how rich they are. 

Fools hate me. Wise men love me. 

I am represented in every loaf of bread that comes from the oven, in 

every train that crosses the continent, in every newspaper 

that comes off the press. 

I am the mother of democracy. 

All progress springs from me. 
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Who am I? I am Work. 

-From The Ohio Mason 

Here work is almost explicitly described as a tutelary deity or a patron 

saint, a religion in itself, the only thing worthy of worship. This conception of 

work as an end in itself approximating the status of divinity can be easily 

extended to become another equally popular business maxim: "The Customer 

is God," which in its turn can be inferred logically from "Money is God," thus 

completing the equation of god as modern commerce, hence the God of 

capitalism, hence Mammon. What is paradoxical about this situation is that 

in a purportedly Christian culture with a Puritan tradition of having our 

worldly life centering on the service and glory of God, Mammon--the very 

antithesis of God-- has usurped the very throne of God exactly through the 

Puritan virtues of hard work, which "[b]y a fortunate dispensation...are the 

very qualities most conducive to commercial success" (Tawney 202). 

From both Max Weber and R. H. Tawney, we know that Protestantism 

originated with its protest against the Catholic practices of Indulgences and 

penitent confessions, which the Protestants perceived as not ascetic enough 

and as compromising too much the worldly nature of man. Therefore, it is a 

mistake to think of Protestantism as a revolt against the asceticism of 

Catholicism. Actually, the only difference between Catholicism and 

Protestantism with regard to asceticism is that the former confined it to 

monastic walls while the latter made it a controlling principle permeating all 
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aspects of worldly life, especially one's vocation. The idea that one's vocation 

as a calling from God and therefore an opportunity to manifest one's 

membership with the elect through hard work, abstinence and frugality 

wrought a profound transformation in the modern conception of work from 

the traditionalist view of work as a means of livelihood and as a necessary 

evil to an end in itself because of its close connection with one's destiny. In 

other words, whether one stands or falls on the Judgement Day finally hinges 

upon one's work in this life. This new conception of work gives the 

Protestants, especially the Puritans, both satisfaction of accomplishment in 

this world and assurance of salvation in the next. That one can glorify God 

and be in His service in whatever one does as a vocation thus becomes a 

distinguishing feature marking off the Protestants, especially the Calvinist 

sects like the Puritans, from the Catholics whose worship of God is more 

confined to sacraments and monasticism. In A Synopsis of American History, 

the authors have summarized the relationship between Puritanism and 

modern capitalism in this way: 

Puritanism gave a powerful psychological impetus to individual 

striving. The Puritans were "moral athletes" who believed that "right 

living" was the best evidence (although no guarantee) that one enjoyed 

God's grace. Right living included working as hard and being as 

successful as possible in whatever worldly calling or business God had 

placed one. With these convictions, it was not surprising that Puritans 
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were highly successful in their temporal pursuits, especially under the 

favoring circumstances offered by the New World environment. 

(Sellers 11) 

It is also not surprising that the modern craze for success embodied by 

the possession of status symbols has become a truly atmospheric presence 

that both in fiction and in reality the big house or preferably the big mansion 

always occupies the center stage in the American literary and topographic 

landscape. It has actually become synonymous with the American dream. No 

wonder one's dwelling is referred to as one's "Dream House", but it usually 

comes with a costly price tag. This situation is depicted in a host of modern 

American fictional works ranging from William Dean Howells' The Rise of 

Silas Lapham, to F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby and particularly 

William Faulkner's Absolom! Absoloml just to name a few. For ordinary 

middle class Americans, to say nothing of those who live below the poverty 

line, realization of the dream consists in "working hard to pay off the 

mortgage" often in detriment to their marriage and children. Even for 

writers like William Faulkner himself, building and maintaining that house 

could turn a dream into a nightmare. This is one of the practical 

ramifications of the American Puritan legacy. In the last analysis, the 

Puritan work ethic which has spawned capitalism is not a deviation from 

Puritanism but its logical conclusion. It is another paradox that Puritanism 

began as a religious movement that had for its purpose the glorification of, 
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and service to, God in all aspects of one's life, but ended with the flagrant 

worship of Mammon.8 "Christianity", Paul B. Horton and Gerald R. Leslie 

point out in The Sociology of Social Problems, 

originated in a rejection of Roman materialism (especially among those 

not privileged to share its pleasures), but any religious movement that 

spreads and grows must eventually come to terms with the persistent 

human desire to accumulate and enjoy worldly goods. Religious history 

is therefore dotted with cults and religious orders that rejected the 

prevailing materialism in favor of a simple, Spartan existence (which 

seldom remained Spartan very long).(214) 

George M. Marsden in his "America's 'Christian' Origins: Puritan New 

England as a Case Study" recapitulates the theme I have developed so far in 

the following words: 

Based on their understanding of typologies in the history of God's 

people, they viewed New England's corporate mission as recapitulating 

the mission of the Old Testament nation of Israel. The related 

conclusion that America was chosen by God and destined to lead 

mankind has been traced by many historians to American Puritan 

concerns with the covenant and the Millennium. The continuing 

American moral fervor has likewise been commonly traced to Puritan 

origins. And, growing from this, the connection between the "spirit of 

Capitalism" and the Protestant ethic can readily be illustrated in a 
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New England line of descent from Cotton Mather to Benjamin 

Franklin.(Noll/Hatch/Marsden 29-30) 

Sydney Ahlstrom in A Religious History of the American People also testifies: 

...the future United States was settled and to a large degree shaped by 

those who brought with them a very special form of radical 

Protestantism which combined a strenuous moral precisionism, a deep 

commitment to evangelical experientialism, and a determination to 

make the state responsible for the support of these moral and religious 

ideas. The United States became, therefore, the land par excellence of 

revivalism, moral "legalism" and a "gospel" of work that was 

undergirded by the so-called Puritan Ethic.(1090) 

So far, we have assumed decency and fair-play in the development of 

capitalism, which is what the Puritan work ethic purported to promote. But 

just as Weber points out, if Benjamin Franklin teaches the utility of virtues 

like honesty, punctuality, industry and frugality because these assure credit 

with creditors, and, from the point of view of usefulness the appearance of 

these very virtues can achieve the same end, then it makes just as good 

business sense to simulate these virtues as to actually possess them. From 

this pragmatism came false advertising, deceptive trade practices and even 

many public relations stunts. Actually, America is preoccupied with 

appearances and the concern with the facade, which find literary expressions 

in the Silas Laphams, the Jay Gatsbys and the Thomas Sutpens. 
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To conclude this discussion on the Puritan work ethic in relation to the 

American dream, let me quote David F. Trask who provides a succinct 

summary of this relationship in the following words: 

The American dream consisted of the belief (sometimes thought of as a 

promise) that people of talent in this land of opportunity and plenty 

could reasonably aspire to material success if they adhered to a fairly 

well-defined set of behavioral rules-rules set forth in a relatively 

comprehensive form as long ago as the eighteenth century by 

Benjamin Franklin. In addition, Americans easily assumed that 

spiritual satisfaction automatically accompany material success.(197) 

In the light of this, it is easier to understand why Thomas Sutpen sticks with 

his "code of logic and morality" in striving for the fulfillment of his grand 

design which has for its substance "money, a house, a plantation, slaves, a 

family- incidentally of course a wife"(AA 263). Or Joe Christmas, endowed 

as he is with the Puritanical code inherited from his foster parent, Simon 

McEachern, nonetheless associates his ideal life with a porticoed house with 

white females for companionship. 

Puritanism as Guardian of Southern Culture 

In the prior discussions of Puritanism in its theoretical and practical 

implications, I have tried to link Faulkner with the tradition of American 

Puritanism with its origin in New England and its continuity into the 

modern era. It is time now to ask the question: What has Puritanism, which 
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is usually associated with the seventeenth century New England colonies, to 

do with the American South of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that 

Faulkner writes about, especially in view of the putative peculiarities of the 

Southern culture? This question is usually answered in reference to its 

common bond with English Puritanism and Calvinism. 

If the New England brand of Puritanism stemmed from the 

Independent wing of its prototype, which was congregationalist in 

ecclesiastical organization, southern Puritanism came as a result of the late 

colonial settlement of the South by, among other groups, Scotch-Irish 

immigrants who had been Presbyterian in church polity and orthodoxically 

Calvinist in doctrine. Even the earlier settlers of Virginia who seemed more 

motivated by "mercantile interests" are said to have been 

recruited from the same type of Englishmen, pious, hard-working, 

middle-class, accepting literally and solemnly the tenets of Puritanism-

-original sin, predestination, and election-who could conceive of the 

society they were erecting in America only within a religious 

framework. (Peterson 13) 

The later revival movements, according to Peterson, only helped 

ground Southern religion more and more in the belief in the Bible, evolving 

into what Mencken came to label as "the Bible Belt." Though Baptism and 

Methodism as the frontier religion came to dominate the Southern religious 

scene as both Donald Mathews' and Charles R. Wilson's documentation of 
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Southern religious culture testify, its roots lied embedded in the theology of 

Presbyterian predestination and election with human autonomy in deciding 

one's own destiny serving only as a strategy of "attracting church members" 

(Peterson 20). Because all shared the belief that "the sinful nature of man 

precluded creating a perfect society" and that divine institutions like 

patriarchy and slavery "were ordained to control mankind's natural 

inclination to evil" against "the rationalist doctrines of freedom and 

equality"(Peterson 20). Therefore, Peterson contends, 

If the Presbyterians represented the intellect in the South, the 

Baptists and Methodists represented the heart, and heart and mind 

were at peace on social issues.(20) 

Thus, "the Presbyterian type of mind" became "the Southern type of mind" 

(Peterson 19). 

In the light of this, it is small wonder that Faulkner in Light In August 

should single out Presbyterianism as a target of attack because of its 

formative influence on the South, an influence exerted far out of proportion 

with its numerical disadvantage. But the seeming disparity between the 

Presbyterian Calvinism and the Baptist and Methodist Arminianism also 

reflects the liberalization of Calvinism as a result of the new found political 

freedom in the American experience(Barth 52). 

Barth further suggests that 
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there is latent ambiguity after all in the American Calvinist theology 

between the doctrine of predestination and the practical acceptance of 

man's power of free choice.... Depending on his cast of mind, one might 

insist primarily on the wrath of God and man's helplessness before 

him; or he might focus above all on man's need for repentance and an 

upright life.(Barth 52) 

According to Barth, editor of Religious Perspectives in William Faulkner, 

Faulkner anguishes over this contradiction (he did not see it as a mystery) 

only to allow the scale to tip in favor of doom more than freedom with the 

result that 

Many of Faulkner's most memorable characters seem to belong to a 

kind of limbo of unfreedom, where they can only exist or, at best, 

struggle in agonized frustration against their particular doom. (53) 

However, unlike its Northern counterpart whose submissiveness to 

intellectual pursuit led eventually to its demise, Southern Puritanism was 

characterized by both H. L. Mencken and W. J. Cash-Faulkner's 

contemporaries--as anti-intellectual, suspicious of aesthetic values as well as 

Puritanical in its code of asceticism. Cataloging the excesses of what 

Mencken terms as "Philistinism" which he deems synonymous with neo-

Puritanism9 in his "Puritanism as a Literary Force," Mencken asserts that 

"[i]t is in the South, indeed, and not in the North, that [Puritanism] takes on 
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its most bellicose and extravagant forms"(205). In a critique of Southern 

culture, "The Sahara of the Bozart," Mencken further contends, 

That Philistinism regards human life, not as an agreeable adventure, 

but as a mere trial of rectitude. It is distinctively and overwhelmingly 

moral...to the gross utilitarianism of the earth it adds a sort of celestial 

utilitarianism, whereby the acts of man are estimated chiefly by their 

capacity for saving him from hell.(572-73) 

Echoing Max Weber, Richard H. King in "World-Rejection in 

Faulkner's Fiction" characterizes Southern Protestantism 

as less theologically Calvinist than it was ethically Puritanical. What 

most people mean when they refer to Calvinism and Puritanism in the 

Southern context is less a theology than a deep suspicion of worldly 

pleasure, that is, sex, drinking, and dancing, combined with a canting 

hypocrisy and a love of worldly gain. (72) 

Faulkner, while poking fun at Flem Snopes' religiosity, testifies further 

to his awareness of the connection between the Puritan work ethic and the 

spirit of capitalism, as Wilson alerts us to "the Baptist influence among the 

Snopeses as they seek success". Wilson further points out, 

Ratliff speculates about Flem, for example, that since becoming an "up-

and-coming feller in the Baptist church" he seemed to be depending 

more "on Providence" to get what he wanted, with getting what he 

wanted still his aim.(24) 
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Thus taking my cue from Mencken's portrayal of practical or secular 

Puritanism, especially its Southern version, as being utilitarian and moral, 

from William H. Nolte's suggestive title of his article "Mencken, Faulkner, 

and Southern Moralism", ideas from Donald Mathews' Religion in the Old 

South and Christine L. Heyrman's Southern Cross: The Beginning of the 

Bible Belt, I venture to characterize Southern Puritanism as a moralism or 

legalism coupled with patriarchalism and Anglo-Saxonism. As such, it 

presents a hodge-podge of contradictions that gives rise to a set of paradoxical 

tensions captured and depicted in Faulkner with drama and realism. 

The first of such paradoxes involves the contradiction between 

moralism and utilitarianism. These two terms are often thrown together in 

describing Puritanism in general and Southern Puritanism in particular, but 

they are really contradictions. Puritans are distinguished for their too often 

meticulous and undue concern with morality. It is purportedly the mindset 

of Puritans to see things in moralistic terms. Just as Mencken contends 

sardonically in his "Puritanism As a Literary Force," 

The American, save in moments of conscious and swiftly lamented 

deviltry, casts up all ponderable values, including even the values of 

beauty, in terms of right and wrong. He is beyond all things else, a 

judge and a policeman. (198) 

Yet Puritans are admittedly utilitarians. The question then arises: 

What is utilitarianism but the weighing of advantages and disadvantages on 
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one's balance of self-interest as the sole criteria of action (even) at the 

expense of moral obligations? For in terms of Benthamite utilitarianism, it is 

the quantity of pleasure or pain an action brings that determines whether 

that action is good or bad. In other words, "Pushpin is as good as 

poetry"(Stewart 206). Even the modified definition of utilitarianism of John 

Stuart Mill who lays emphasis on the quality of the pleasure leads inevitably 

to hedonism.10 W. J. Cash thus affords incisive insight into this paradox 

when he comments, 

As ever, the two currents of Puritanism and hedonism continued to 

flow side by side to opposite quarters, crossing often, certainly, but 

never to the production of an impasse, never beyond the possibility of 

amicable adjustment. (137) 

For "wine vanished from the table" will surface in the form of "a jug behind 

the barn" or one may "break forth in queer, feverish fits of defiance and 

abandon"(136-37), which brings to mind the titular hero in Sinclair Lewis' 

novel Babbitt. But more frequently, the Puritan principle of utility is 

employed in his profit-yielding business dealings, which is the case with 

Flem Snopes who marries Eula Varner in spite of her pregnancy by another 

man, motivated by pecuniary expectations rather than by desire for Eula's 

voluptuousness. 

The second tension arises from the inner contradictions of Southern 

patriarchalism which is characterized by an intense misogyny. The putative 
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Southern lady who was supposed to have inspired the Southern white males' 

spirit of chivalry can find expression only in romances modeled after those of 

Sir Walter Scott. In reality, planters' wives were said to have learned to be 

nonchalant about the mulatto kids their husbands bred with their black 

maids.11 The purported white men's phobia of miscegenation was, according 

to Karen Marie Andrews in her dissertation "Crossing the Color Line: Race, 

Gender, and Miscegenation in Faulkner," really one sided, because it was 

considered and guarded as a privilege for white males, usually the planters, 

to have miscegenation with black women, never the other way round, in 

which case blood would be shed in order to protect the white women's honor. 

White women, whose honor was so sacred to the Southern white male, were 

seen thus as emblem of South's racial purity(Sykes 22). As such, they should 

be kept far from the reach of black men since the latter were believed to have 

bestial sexual appetites and the former, like Eve, were more prone to 

temptations. This explains why only when Joanna Burden's murder was 

reportedly committed by a black man was the white community goaded to 

take action. Likewise, Thomas Sutpen would rather have his grand design 

thwarted and his hard earned empire reduced to nil than let his mulatto son 

marry his white daughter and thus commit the unpardonable sin of 

miscegenation, which ironically he himself first committed with impunity. 

This furor about the Southern lady's mythical honor culminates actually with 

Quentin Compson who literally dies to protest his sister's loss of virginity. 
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Here we have a Southern paradox par excellence: even though misogyny was 

the norm, when a white woman's honor was at stake, that was sufficient 

cause for a crusade. The only rational explanation for this lies in the fact 

that the White male's private property was trespassed upon.12 If 

patriarchalism was directed against women, Anglo-Saxonism was opposed to 

blacks. In other words, to the phrase "male supremacy" should be added the 

word "white." Southern plantation society, as Edgar T. Thompson notes in 

his "God and the Southern Plantation System", revolved around one center, 

which was the plantation. All the other institutions were the legal, political, 

cultural and religious extensions from that hub. In this color-oriented caste 

society, the black slaves constituted a bottom or foundation upon which the 

mansions of the plantation owners were erected. Trapped in the middle 

between the plantation aristocracy and the black slaves were 

The relatively and absolutely unsuccessful, the less industrious and 

thrifty, the less ambitious and pushing, the less cunning and lucky--

the majority here as every where. (Cash 22) 

It was, in terms of Faulkner's characters, the yeoman farmers like the Simon 

McEacherns and "poor white trash" like the Wash Joneses and the young 

Thomas Sutpens, whom even the "house-niggers" despised. The economic 

exploitation to which they were subject compared with that suffered by the 

black slaves was really a matter of degree rather than of kind. However, 

surprisingly, without their active support and involvement in the controversy 
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over slavery, the Civil War could not have been fought. The magic behind 

this support, as many historians point out, was white male supremacy, an 

appeal that gave impetus to Southern nativism ultimately culminating in the 

Negro-phobia of the Ku Klux Klan. What constituted this appeal of Anglo-

Saxonism, which is well documented by H. Shelton Smith in his In His 

Image, But...: Racism in Southern Religion, 1780-1910 and perceptively 

analyzed by Thomas Virgil Peterson in his Ham and Japheth: The Mythic 

World of Whites in the Antebellum South, can be, to run the risk of 

oversimplification, summed up in two points: one that the Negro is inferior 

racially; and two that slavery is sanctioned by the Bible, another example of 

the rigidly literalist reading of Scripture. These two points combine to find 

expression in the Hamitic myth, which became the ideological foundation for 

slavery, which will be discussed in connection with the Faulkner novels 

under consideration. Naturally, as a resort to the traditional Puritan 

rhetoric, there was a Southern claim to being God's Chosen People called 

forth by an Apocalyptic vision to battle against the Northern atheists, who 

were actually mostly Quakers and Unitarians. Puritans in North and South 

alike, as the consensus of historians testifies, did not become Abolitionists. 

For example, while Abolitionism engaged the efforts of such writers as 

Emerson, Thoreau and Whitman, Hawthorne with his Puritan background 

and sentiments cheered about the execution of John Brown: "Never was a 

man more justly hanged!" It is paradoxical, as Samuel Hill contends, and, I 
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would say, ironical, that "the practice of racial discrimination" should be 

engaged "by a people who affirm love as the norm for human behavior" (Hill 

31). This paradox is probably most poignantly dramatized nowhere better 

than in Faulkner's Light In August. 

* -k ic 

As a conclusion for my discussions of American Puritanism in general 

and Southern Puritanism in particular, I will reiterate the justification I 

have made at the outset of this study regarding the bifurcation of Puritanism 

into theoretical and practical implications. The way I have approached this 

subject may appear dogmatic and even arbitrary, but the tension between the 

Puritan vision and aspiration, and their actual practice and achievement 

existed from the very beginning of the movement and has lingered till the 

present century. This duality is noticed and summarized well in the 

following words by Ruland and Bradbury in their discussion of the American 

pilgrims: 

In that recurrent conflict between the ideal and the real, the Utopian 

and the actual, the intentional and the accidental, the mythic and the 

diurnal, can be read--as Santayana was much later to observe-an 

essential legacy of the Puritan imagination to the American mind.(14) 

Any presentation of Puritanism will be delimited by the topic under 

consideration. Insofar as Faulkner's attitude toward Puritanism as revealed 

by his major works is concerned, I perceive a profound discontent with the 
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excesses of Calvinism and the materialism of secular Puritanism. But, as 

many critics have noticed, there are similarities between Faulkner and 

Hawthorne whose emotional revolt against Calvinism is counterbalanced by 

their intellectual assent to the Calvinist conceptions of man, thus giving 

expression to the largely sordid and seamy side of human nature, what the 

editors of The Calvinist Roots of Our Modern Era call "its preoccupation with 

guilt, sin, and violence"(xxvi).13 In the following chapters, Faulkner's major 

thematic concerns with duplistic Puritanism will be put to the test of the 

conceptual model I have outlined so far. 
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Notes 

1 According to the Marxist primary scheme of economic determinism, 

Weber puts undue emphasis on the role of morality and ethics as social 

consciousness. A Marxist probably would argue otherwise by identifying the 

Protestant Ethic as a product of the Zeitgeist, which, like the material 

condition, ought to be subsumed under the category of history. He would 

contend that Marxism does not deny the effect of moral strength, namely the 

reaction of the mind on matter. Rather it does recognize the role theory plays 

in guiding practice as Marx stated to the effect that as soon as theory 

masters the masses, it will become a powerful material force. Therefore, 

Weber's idea has not transcended the categories of Marxist historical 

materialism. 

2 On the impact of "Bible only" and "faith only" on the fragmentation 

and individualization of conscience, see Nathan 0 . Hatch's "Solo Scriptura 

and Novus Ordo Seclorum" in The Bible in America edited by Nathan O. 

Hatch and Mark A. Noll, New York: Oxford UP, 1982. 

3 Aside from Puritanism: Opposing Viewpoints, see also The Formative 

Era of American Enterprise edited by Ralph W. Hidy, and Keith W. F. 

Stavely's Puritan Legacies: Paradise Lost and the New England Tradition, 

1630-1890. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1987. 
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4I credit this statement to my teacher, Harold Gramley who 

acquainted me with American literature some twenty years ago at Anhui 

University, China. 

5 This is corroborated by H. L. Mencken who designates Mammon 

worship as characteristic of what he terms as Neo-Puritanism. Cf. 

"Puritanism as a Literary Force" in his Book of Prefaces. 

6 Carl Bode in The Young Mencken: The Best of His Work sums up the 

distinction Mencken made between old and new Puritanism in the following 

way: "Near the end of the nineteenth century the new Puritanism displaced 

the old. The old Puritanism had dwelt on scouring away our own sins; the 

new one crusaded with savage glee against the sins of others. The old one 

was individual in its emphasis; the new one was social and institutional. The 

old one was masochistic, the new one sadistic." Much as new Puritanism 

targeted chiefly the saloon and the brothel, "it never neglected the 

satisfactions of censoring the literature and the arts"(369-70). 

7 David Stewart and H. Gene Blocker in Fundamentals of Philosophy 

point to Mill's logical conclusion by demonstrating the steps of his brand of 

utilitarianism: 

l. People ought to do what produces the greatest happiness for the 

greatest number(the utility or greatest happiness principle). 
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2. We can discover what produces the greatest happiness by 

examining what people in fact do to bring happiness. 

3. Therefore, people ought to do what they in fact do. But where is the 

sense of moral obligation? (211) 

8 For instance, Eric Sundquist quotes Mary Chestnut as saying in her 

diary of 1861: "Like patriarchs of old our men live all in one house with their 

wives and their concubines, and the mulattoes one sees in every family 

exactly resemble the white children--and every lady tells you who is the 

father of all the mulatto children in everybody's household, but those in her 

own she seems to think drop from the clouds, or pretends to think so"(109). 

9 Nell Irvin Painter in ""Social Equality,' Miscegenation, Labor, and 

Power" contends that since appeals to class and property did not work out a 

solidarity among all Caucasians, white womanhood was used as a rallying 

call since "nearly all white men could claim to hold a certain sort of property, 

in wives, sisters, and daughters. When women were reduced to things, they 

became property that all white men could own"(49). 

10 This is a point I find debatable. For one thing, we cannot suppose 

Faulkner's depiction of Southern guilt, sin and violence to be his own 

Calvinist preoccupation with these things. It is the South's preoccupation 

with these things that Faulkner as an artist has come to portray and 

criticize. For another, Faulkner provides alternatives to the Calvinist 
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scenario with a host of stories and characters represented especially by Lena 

Grove and Dilsey. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LIGHT IN AUGUST: "THAT'S NOT A 

WHOLE LOT TO ASK FOR." 

In the previous chapters, I have described a model for Puritanism 

which seeks to explain its duality by discussing the Puritan use of biblical 

typology and the work ethic. This duality finds concrete expression in the 

enduring myth of the American Eden and the resulting American dream. 

Taken together, they lend promise of both divine salvation and worldly 

paradise. This vision of America, however, is shattered nowhere more 

ruthlessly than in the American South epitomized by Faulkner's 

Yoknapatawpha County. The Puritan's visionary rhetoric, moreover, is 

nowhere more devastatingly exposed as a set of self-fulfilling prophecies, and 

the pursuit of the American dream nowhere turned into a more frightening 

nightmare, than in Light In August. 

David Noble aptly pinpoints Faulkner's connection with the American 

literary tradition when he says that in The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald 

"foreshadows the writings of William Faulkner"(Noble 152). In Absolom, 

Absoloml, Thomas Sutpen, who as a poor boy is turned away by his social 

superiors and then is bent on getting even with them by becoming rich with a 
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big house, too, reenacts the same American dream to the realization of which 

Gatsby dedicates his life only to find it a deceptive illusion not at all 

substantiated except by his wishful romantic thinking. In a variation of the 

same theme, Joe Christmas in Light In August profiteers from his mysterious 

bootlegging and could have become another Jay Gatsby should Fortune have 

placed him in New York as well. Only unlike Gatsby who, despite his 

humble and unenterprising parentage, models himself deliberately after the 

life of Benjamin Franklin, thus becoming another self-made man, Joe 

Christmas develops the characteristic traits of a Puritan under the tutelage 

of his foster parent, Simon McEachern, who is bent on imbuing Joe with the 

Puritan work ethic. 

McEachern, a Presbyterian Calvinist, has attracted critical attention 

as an important formative influence on Joe Christmas' Puritanical 

personality. Unfortunately, inadequate analysis has been made to show why 

and how such influence is crucial or even important to the formation of Joe 

Christmas's character.1 It is my contention, therefore, that in the absence of 

Joe's own initiative and impulse for success in this world-he is too young and 

too confused to understand, much less to entertain such drive then-it is up to 

McEachern, the foster parent-tutor, to instill the drive and gumption into 

Joe's unenlightened head. And McEachern does only what he knows how, 

that is, the Puritan way. 
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With the unerring intuition of relating Puritan religion to capitalism, 

McEachern begins disciplining Joe by catechizing him with the tenets of 

Calvinism. For McEachern, "fear God and abhor idleness"(134) are causally 

related. But fearing God is never an end in itself for McEachern, who, like 

all good old Southern Puritans, finds value only in its utility. (The same is 

true of their attitude toward the Bible which was interpreted to justify 

slavery and racism.) Work is conceived in moralistic terms only because of 

its utility as a means of staying out of trouble: "And the work within your 

strength...will keep you out of mischief' (134), an argument usually employed 

by capitalists to defend child labor. Thus, at the age of five, even before Joe 

ever reaches his new "Christian" home, he was taught the Protestant Ethic, 

which McEachern summarizes succinctly as "the two abominations... sloth 

and idle thinking, [and] the two virtues...work and the fear of God"(135). To 

this Joe responds by reflecting that "[h]e knew less about God than about 

work", because "[h]e had seen work...six days each week, but God had only 

occurred on Sunday"(135). True to the words at the end of the adoption 

procedure at the orphanage, "He [Christmas] will eat my bread and observe 

my religion"(136), McEachern exacts Joe into learning the Presbyterian 

catechism by heart with the aid of a whip which he applies diligently and 

"methodically." This practice of intimidating children into obedience through 

the fear of brimstone and hellfire sermonizing augmented by corporeal 

punishment is well documented by Christine Heyrman in her The Southern 
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Cross: The_Beginning of the Bible Belt in which Heyrman attributes the 

prevalent neurotic obsessions in the South to this constant physical and 

psychological abuse of children. The deeper import of this for McEachern, 

however, lies both in the father's desire to make his son "a God-fearing, 

hardworking and Puritanic member of society"(Isaac Sequeira qtd by 

Vanderwerken 31) and in the economic expedient of exploiting the boy to 

advance his own fortune. And what better way is there than inculcating in 

him the religious values that dispose him toward honest and hard work and 

keep him from becoming a slothful social outcast? 

Overbearing as he may appear, McEachern is never depicted as an evil 

man. He, like his voice, is "not unkind." He is just impersonal, "cold and 

implacable"(139). All his punitive measures purport to be taken 

conscientiously for his foster-son's good. According to the Calvinist 

understanding, man by nature is sinful and, consequently, stands in need of 

correction by culture. And according to David L. Vanderwerken, in the 

context of Southern Puritanism, McEachern is more concerned with "Joe's 

immortal soul" than with his physical wellbeing(31). Later, Percy Grimm, 

who would castrate Joe, presumably also acts on this Puritan principle of 

chastising the body in order to save the soul, a literalist and legalist 

interpretation of a biblical precept.2 However, being a religious and pious 

man, McEachern is well aware of the harshness with which he treats Joe on 
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a Sabbath, for which he prays for God's forgiveness, but more for Joe's 

submission: 

He asked that the child's stubborn heart be softened 

and that the sin of disobedience be forgiven him also, through the 

advocacy of the man whom he had flouted and disobeyed, requesting 

that Almighty be as magnanimous as himself, and by and through and 

because of conscious grace. (143) 

Here Faulkner's diction is revealing. McEachern has to request God to 

refrain from punishing Joe further out of conscious grace. This reveals 

McEachern's conception of God in two ways. First, God's punishment is far 

more severe, which is in keeping with the idea articulated by Jonathan 

Edwards in his famous sermon: "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," and 

it is because of McEachern's generosity that God's punishment is not fully 

meted out. Second, God's grace is consciously granted, i.e., God decides on 

whom to confer his grace. This Calvinist conception of God underlies the 

Puritan theology of the sovereignty of God and the doctrine of election. 

Because McEachern's elect status is sanctified in his view by his moral 

perfectionism, he becomes an instrument of God's will. As such, he becomes a 

"ruthless man who had never known either pity or doubt"(143). He makes 

Joe abide by his "system of reward and punishment" (Barth 125) which he 

believes reflects the will of God. 
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This puritanical system is actually based on the Puritan work ethic. 

In addition to rewarding hard work, it involves almost everything that 

promotes practicality, utility and the spirit of business enterprise. Thus, 

from early on, Joe is assigned the job of shining McEachern's shoes, and by 

the time he turns an adolescent, he can "plow and milk and chop wood like 

grown men"(146). When he is engaged in a fight with four farm boys over a 

Negro girl and forgets to milk the cows, he expects to be punished. But upon 

knowing Joe has busted his neighbor's boys, McEachern for once graciously 

pardons his neglect, because rugged individualism is conducive to cut-throat 

business competition and, therefore, is to be encouraged. 

At the age of eighteen, Joe is entrusted with the care of a heifer as an 

exercise of stewardship. McEachern explains, 

I gave her to you. To teach you the responsibility of possessing, 

owning, ownership. The responsibility of the owner to that which he 

owns under God's sufferance. To teach you foresight and 

aggrandizement. (153) 

Irving G. Wyllie in The Self-Made Man in America furnishes a similar 

explanation by citing Cotton Mather's Essays to Do Good(1710) when he says 

"men of wealth were God's stewards, charged with the responsibility of doing 

good to their fellows"(12). Only it is a far cry between the Puritan ideal 

propounded by Mather and the Puritan practice McEachern engages in. For 

McEachern, stewardship does not seem to involve doing good to his fellows, 
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since he does not even allow charity to begin at home. It is seen merely as a 

way of accumulating wealth. That is why, upon learning Joe has sold the 

heifer, McEachern continues his sermon this time by displaying his 

Franklinesque sagacity: 

I have not chidden you for selling her, provided you got a good price. 

And even if you were beat in the trade, which with a boy of eighteen is 

more than like to be so, I will not chide you for that. Though you would 

better have asked the advice of some one older in the ways of the 

world. But you must learn, as I did. What I ask is, Where have you 

put the money for safekeeping?(154) 

When he finds out Joe has spent the money and lied about it, he is 

enraged and strikes Joe hard. In conjunction with the new suit he has found 

hidden in the barn loft, McEachern instinctively links Joe up with sexuality, 

"the chief sign of man's fallen nature"(Douglas and Daniel 39). "What else 

would you want with a new suit if you were not whoring?" McEachern 

indicts Joe with his indomitable Puritan logic. For McEachern, who manages 

his family and farm by imposing his tyrannical will over what he sees as 

given by God's blessings, exercising stewardship for God who demands 

profitable returns3 requires exclusion of all other worldly distractions, the 

most dangerous of which is the temptation of woman and sex. It is the most 

dangerous because it involves the two abominations: sloth and idle thinking 

which consumes rather than produces wealth. In the view of McEachern, 



63 

even consumption has to yield something profitable. Thus, a transaction 

ought to get the money's worth or valuable experience that helps guarantee a 

future success. Even a dime wasted ought to afford an opportunity "for a 

man to learn the value of money"(166). 

As a practitioner of worldly asceticism, he knows well that he ought 

not to expose Joe Christmas to the dubious influence of the seamy side of 

town life, but he brings him to the shady back street diner anyway, because 

"the dinner there is cheap"(164) and he by no means wants Joe to be spoiled 

by any luxury. Thus, in the final analysis, McEachern's scale of Puritan 

morality always tips in favor of his worldly utilitarianism. 

Illogical as that may seem, nothing compares to the paradoxical 

tension between McEachern's Puritan practice and his Calvinist rationality. 

In harmony with the Puritan theology characterized by Tawney, McEachern 

conceives God as a judge more to be feared than loved. The two virtues of 

hard work and fear of God are his way of summing up the Mosaic Law, which 

Joe later refers to as "the Shalt Not"(194) from which Joe manages to free 

himself only by killing McEachern. This ironic inversion of Jesus' 

interpretation of the Decalogue as loving God and loving your neighbor turns 

into the Calvinist non-gospel of God's damnation and the Puritan gospel of 

wealth or rather "looking out for Number One". Though his 

"clairvoyance"(189) stemming from his Calvinist understanding of human 

nature enables him to pinpoint Joe's problems, violations of almost all the 
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Mosaic commandments: "sloth, and ingratitude, and irreverence and 

blasphemy...lying and lechery"(154), his Puritan "bigotry"(189), however, 

renders him blind to the larger reality. Simply because Joe works harder to 

get out of his system the humiliation he has suffered when he revisits the 

back street diner with which McEachern unwittingly gets Joe acquainted, 

McEachern rewards Joe's seeming conformity to the Puritan work ethic by 

paying him a rare compliment and the gift of the heifer: "reward was created 

for man the same as chastisement" (170), McEachern rationalizes about his 

rare generosity. 

Thus the Puritan's love of external conformity incapacitates his 

clairvoyance so much that when he discovers Joe's nightly outings that occur 

right before McEachern's bedroom window, he cannot believe what he sees. 

The "pure and impersonal outrage" (189) that follows resembles the feeling of 

a judge at a criminal's contempt of court. Even after recognizing Joe as a 

grown-up now(after surviving the catechism ordeal, Joe regards himself as a 

grown man at the age of eight) and after suspecting Joe of lechery, 

McEachern's stubborn insistence on treating Joe as a child upon whom he 

can impose his will continues to feed his self-delusion. Thus, upon 

discovering Joe's nightly escapade, he pursues Joe to a dance party which he 

disrupts by denouncing Joe's girl friend, Bobbie Allen, as a Jezebel who 

corrupts Joe with harlotry. Infuriated by interference with his orderly 

management of his family and household, he identifies himself as the 
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"militant Michael Himself' in a final confrontation with Joe, now the child-

turned-Satan. He walks towards Joe's swinging chair in his Apocalyptic 

vision "in a furious and dreamlike exaltation of a martyr" (191). He is 

ironically a practical, worldly man lamentably out of touch with reality, not 

knowing and not caring to know what is going on with his step-son and wife 

right under his nose as long as they conform externally to his Puritan work 

ethic. 

Despite his rationalism, he is unable to detect, much less resolve, the 

contradiction between his religiosity and his mundane practicality. Maybe 

for him there is no contradiction at all. Maybe "the gross utilitarianism of 

the earth" augmented by "a sort of celestial utilitarianism"(Mencken 573) 

affords him both security in this world and assurance in the next. In 

McEachern's attitude is embodied a paradigm characteristic of Southern 

religiosity as testified publicly by a church acquaintance of mine, a shrewd 

businessman, who seems representative of this mindset: "Nobody knows 

what will happen after death, so by believing God, I have bought life 

insurance for the next world." From this perspective, Joe's alienation from 

his foster parents may be construed as a radical rebellion against the 

diabolical government of McEachern's Puritan God. By revolting against 

such a god, he is revolting against McEachern, its earthly apotheosis. Like 

Huckleberry Finn who declares upon rejecting the social conscience of the 

antebellum South: "All right then, I'll go to hell"(Twain 210), Joe Christmas, 
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too, chooses to be doomed by what Hines regards as his supposed "nigger 

blood" and what McEachern sees as his sloth and lechery, rather than an 

elect member of a society characterized more by a "self-righteous and 

sanctimonious" religiosity (Vanderwerken 32) than anything else. 

The Puritan legacy of Simon McEachern thus bears heavily on Joe 

Christmas. In the words of John Sykes, "Joe has freed himself from 

McEachern, but not from the mindset which is his legacy" (78). Joe's will to 

power, perfectionism and aversion to nature are the direct manifestations of 

his Puritan heritage. Since Puritans regard nature as in a state of 

degeneracy in need of reclamation by culture, the only way to achieve any 

degree of perfection is by imposing and exercising the Puritanical will. 

Because McEachern and Hines, his foster father and maternal grandfather, 

cannot accept him as "a natural child" and his lack of perfection by their 

standards, Joe learns the hard way to accept himself only by will. It is also 

by will that he turns his disadvantage into a weapon either to flout the 

rigidly racist caste system, to shock those who are intimate with him 

probably "as a means of testing friendship"(Introduction by Brooks to LIA vii) 

or to gloat over it as "a secret imperfection"(Urgo 397). In short, Joe has to 

reconcile the facts of life with his Puritanical will before he can accept them. 

This is particularly so in his encounters with women. Upon his 

adolescent initiation into female sexuality when he is informed by another 

boy about woman's menstruation, he has to release his emotional turmoil by 
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killing a sheep so as to put his hands "in the yet warm blood of the dying 

beast"(174), supposedly to cleanse himself through the substitutionary 

sacrifice of a scapegoat, which idea he must have picked up from attending 

church with the McEacherns, as suggested by Vanderwerken(36). A few 

years' later in his first love encounter ironically with a prostitute, Bobbie 

Allen, he is put to flight and "vomited" upon learning Bobbie is "sick" with 

her period; this occurs long after he has decided that he can "accept it...and 

live with it"(174). Generally speaking, what Joe finds himself lacking is the 

flippancy and the freedom from guilt the other neighborhood boys display 

when after gang-raping a Negro girl they leave the scene of crime with "See 

you tomorrow at church"(148). Joe's violence against the girl instead of 

raping her can only be explained by his traumatic experience years ago with 

the woman dietitian who believed he was hiding in her closet in order to spy 

upon her fornication with an intern doctor at the orphanage. Because Joe 

has witnessed the physical degradation women can stoop to, his misogyny is 

all the more reinforced by charges McEachern and (somewhat indirectly) 

Hines level against women. Their brutal treatment of their own wives 

reflects a strong-willed patriarchalism, or rather male chauvinism, that has 

unconsciously shaped Joe's attitude toward women. 

Since McEachern's abstinence from, and castigation of, what he calls 

"lechery" result in the sexual frustration of Mrs. McEachern who looks fifteen 

years older than her husband and is "without sex demarcation at all save the 
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neat screw of graying hair and the skirt"(155), the latter finds in Joe an 

emotional outlet for satisfying her maternal instinct. But her "clumsy 

affection" (Sykes 67) repulses Joe whose experience at the orphanage and 

apprenticeship under McEachern have taught him to associate women with 

secrecy, conspiracy and manipulation. This misogynistic attitude marks his 

relationship with women in general and Joanna Burden in particular. 

Joanna Burden, the female Puritan par excellence, is a match for Joe 

in practically every aspect. Like Joe, she is alienated from the community 

and lives in its periphery as an Abolitionist "nigger lover". The fact that she 

has had masculine Puritan training and bestrides both communities, white 

and black, because of her part Latin ancestry rather than pure Anglo-Saxon 

origin, is probably the only reason why Joe can develop a relatively 

meaningful relationship with her. But her condescending posture as the 

savior of Negroes exasperates Joe, especially when she tries to make Joe 

accept his supposed black identity as a fact after she is through with him 

sexually. By envisioning Joe's way out as a black lawyer, she attempts to 

persuade Joe to accept the fate of a Negro by taking advantage of what a 

black college education has to offer. 

Well aware of what the future has in store for him as a black in a 

racist society, Joe knows that it is not his idea of the American dream. 

Moreover, even though he uses his supposed "nigger blood" as a means of 

self-assertion and self-expression in opposing racist Southern society, he is 
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nevertheless a product of the white supremacist culture. The fact that he 

flaunts his black identity only in front of women and those whom he 

considers inferior to him indicates his own inferiority complex. It is like 

saying to them: "See, even though I am part black, I am smarter than, or 

superior to, you." He contemplates revealing the same secret to Mrs. 

McEachern in order to flout her, only the fear that it may get to McEachern's 

ears forces him to dismiss the idea. He is smart enough to stay out of harm's 

way by keeping his supposed identity a secret from authority figures. 

Besides, he reveals himself as a staunch defender of the racist caste system 

when the Southern code of honor for white women is violated. Once, in the 

mood for pranks, he reveals his secret to a white prostitute with a view to get 

some thrill out of the shock he registers on the woman. But contrary to his 

expectation, far from being shocked, the woman tells him she has just had 

sex with a real black man before him. This solicits a knee-jerk white male 

reaction from Joe, which is quite revealing of Joe's racist mentality: 

It took two policemen to subdue him. At first they 

thought that the woman was dead. 

He was sick after that. He did not know until then that there were 

white women who would take a man with a black skin. He stayed sick 

for two years. (212) 

This goes a long way towards explaining Joe's prejudice against blacks, 

a prejudice rooted deeply in the soil of a racist culture. This culture identifies 
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being black as a curse and a moral wrong which have to be kept from 

contaminating the white community, especially the more vulnerable part of 

the population, white women. White women are deemed more vulnerable 

both because they, like Eve, in the words of Mr. Compson in The Sound and 

the Fury, have a natural affinity to evil, and therefore are more prone to 

temptations; and because, according to the racial myth, the blacks are 

voluptuous and lustful by nature, making white women in particular easy 

prey to black men's lasciviousness. Later, Joe Christmas himself will fall 

victim to this same prejudice. Taken for a black with a bestial appetite, he is 

believed to have raped Joanna Burden twice, once before and once after she is 

dead. 

Inasmuch as Joe is not blessed with the certainty of white identity and 

has been taught to regard himself as a black man, he is alienated from the 

white community. This explains his self-consciously rebellious attempt to 

flout the Southern white society. In one such rebellion, he even cohabits with 

a black woman "who resembles an ebpny carving." In this effort, he tries to 

breathe into himself the dark odor, the dark and inscrutable thinking 

and being of negroes, with each suspiration trying to expel from 

himself the white blood and the white thinking and being. (212) 

Despite all this pain, however, "his whole being writhe [s] and strain[s] 

with physical outrage and spiritual denial"(212). On the day he decides to 

murder Joanna, his side trip to Freedmen Town, a black community, seems 
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bent on demonstrating his racial hatred of the black people to prove Joanna 

Burden wrong and thus to reaffirm his conviction of white supremacy. The 

milieu and environment of the black community is associated in his 

perception with "the lightless hot wet primogenitive Female," a nightmarish 

experience from which he stops running only until he reaches "the cold and 

hard air of white people"(107). Hard as he tries to escape the white society 

that persecutes him, his Puritan breeding pulls him back, because he by 

culture is incompatible with nature, women and blacks, all of which stand in 

need of subjugation and purification because all pose as obstacles to the 

Puritan's Edenic paradise and heavenly salvation. 

Upon reaching the cold and hard air of white people, which he deems 

his proper element, he catches sight of a rare scene of middle class leisure 

and tender companionship: 

on a lighted veranda four people sat about a card table, the white faces 

intent and sharp in the low light, the bare arms of the women glaring 

smooth and white above the trivial cards. "That's all I wanted" he 

thought. "That dont seem like a whole lot to ask".(108) 

Unlike Jay Gatsby who builds a great mansion by smuggling illegal 

whiskey or Thomas Sutpen who aspires to build a plantation empire in 

accordance with an impersonal grand design, Joe Christmas' vision of the 

American dream of a porticoed-house with a fair white lady for 

companionship instead of prostitutes like Bobbie Allen and female Puritans 



72 

like Joanna Burden is far more modest and practical. A middle class home 

based on a normal human relationship with a little leisure for recreation 

really does not appear too much to ask of the glamorous American dream. 

But even such a seemingly modest proposal is beyond materialization for Joe 

because of his supposed mixed blood. Despite his uncomplaining attitude 

toward "the work of a nigger slave"(89) as Lucas Burch terms it, and 

notwithstanding "he was in turn laborer, miner, prospector, gambling tout" 

and even "enlisted in the army"(211) in the fifteen years of fleeing, he never 

scrapes up a more than hand-to-mouth existence until he "dared the law to 

make money"(80) by going into bootlegging. With the business acumen he 

has picked up from McEachern, his cautious bootlegging is "netting him 

thirty or forty dollars a week"(256). 

I cannot help wondering here what McEachern would have to say had 

he lived to see what a fortune his slothful and lecherous foster-son made by 

profiting from his discipline and instruction. The hard work described by 

McEachern never works for Joe. Nor does it work for Byron Bunch and his 

fellow workers to realize their American dream, hard as they work. If the 

Benjaminesque utilitarianism endorses the simulation of virtues, it is only 

taken to its logical conclusion to say that it approves equally of the idea of 

more gain for less pain, provided it does not incur the penalty of law. 

Actually, Joe's fellow workers secretly admire him for his dexterity in 

evading the law. They disdain Lucas Burch's stupidity, but Joe's revealed 
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mixed blood alone turns him into a scapegoat. Moreover, the Southern 

Puritan mores keep the community from turning out more bootleggers like 

Joe and Lucas, because, as W. J. Cash contends, under the "Puritanical and 

repressive... code of the South...alcohol became a demon to be eschewed on 

pain of ruin in this world and damnation in the next"(136). Faulkner's 

Puritans like McEachern, and Hines for that matter, all eschew alcohol as 

evil, but that does not prevent them from lapsing into inhumanity. Even Joe, 

himself a bootlegger, stays away from alcohol as a rule because of 

McEachern's effective tutelage. He beats up Lucas for getting drunk and 

destroying the whiskey he has kept hidden rather than consuming it himself. 

"In the end, indeed," as Cash suggests, 

almost the only pleasures which might be practiced openly and without 

moral obloquy were those of orgiastic religion and those of 

violence.(136) 

This provides an apt footnote of explanation for the frequent resort to 

violence and the unabashed indulgence in religious fanaticism on the part of 

McEachern and Hines. 

In a final attempt to realize his American dream, Joe Christmas even 

contemplates marrying Joanna Burden: "Why not? It would mean ease, 

security, for the rest of your life. You would never have to move again"(250). 

Joanna evidently attempts to encourage such a move by giving him an added 

incentive. She enumerates the pecuniary advantages being even a black 
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lawyer can afford him by confiding in him a dubious practice: stealing money 

from the fund entrusted to her care by her clients. 

Yes. Then I will turn over all the business to you, all the money. All of 

it. So that when you need money for yourself you could...you would 

know how; lawyers know how to do it so that it....You would be helping 

them out of darkness and none could accuse or blame you even if they 

found out...even if you did not replace...but you could replace the 

money and none would ever know....(261) 

Thus in Joanna the ironic tension of Puritanism delineated by Weber and 

Tawney is represented: the worldly asceticism usually symbolized by the 

Puritan abstinence from sex and alcohol and characterized by all work and 

no play gives rise to the enterprising and adventurous spirit of capitalism 

only to invert or subvert Puritan virtues through whetting the Puritan 

appetite for materialism. 

Here we seem to have traveled a full circle back to McEachern and 

Bobbie Allen again. While McEachern initiates Joe into worldly asceticism 

and the sense of masculine justice and Bobbie betrays him in spite of his love 

and marriage proposal, Joanna combines both initiation and betrayal. She 

actually subverts Joe's revered system of masculine justice by exposing to Joe 

the dubious practices of the handlers of justice, the lawyers. This subversion 

abrogates the work ethic Joe adheres to for the last thirty years by working 

like a "nigger slave", thus rendering his previous pursuit of the American 
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dream meaningless and even ridiculous. What is worse, clinging to the secret 

of Joe's supposed Negro blood, she tells Joe to renounce his status as a white 

man altogether in order to get the free education for blacks needed to achieve 

the goal. As a last straw, she orders Joe to kneel down and pray with her for 

the forgiveness of his sins, which conjures up the most traumatic experience 

of his childhood. "She would have been all right if she hadn't started praying 

over me...she ought to have had better sense than to pray over me"(99). Thus 

in the subsequent killing of Joanna Burden, Vanderwerken suggests, Joe 

"essentially kills McEachern over again"(33) in his revolt against the self-

righteousness and sanctimoniousness of both. 

However, it is more than religious hypocrisy in the usual sense of the 

term that lies at the root of Joe's murderous revolt. The target of Joe's 

rebellion is, rather, a racist hypocrisy religiously practiced and divinely 

justified with the whole postbellum Southern religious and civil institutions 

serving as its buttress. Critics have remarked on the unusual presence of 

both lay and clerical preachers in Light In August. The central message of 

their preaching, almost without exception, revolves around the Anglo-Saxon 

gospel of racism. And the medium through which this gospel is preached is 

the familiar Puritan rhetoric of the New Canaan couched in typological 

terms. 

Since the message and the preacher are inseparably intertwined, let us 

decipher the message by examining the preachers. Hightower is the only 
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preacher who refuses to adopt the racial slur (even Byron is in the habit of 

calling Negroes "niggers," a usage frequently corrected by Hightower). Even 

his single-minded fantasy of his grandfather's supposed heroic feat of raiding 

the Union Army at Jefferson in the Civil War seems devoid of ideological 

motive. In the opinion of Robert A. Martin, Hightower worships his 

ancestors more as possessors of the American dream than as fighters for the 

preservation of Southern slavery. His father was actually an Abolitionist, 

and his grandfather, as he has come to realize finally, raided the Union army 

stationed in Jefferson to steal chickens to appease his hunger. It is "the 

independence and self-reliance" his ancestors displayed in fulfilling their 

"individual ambitions through personal fortitude and ingenuity" (Martin 282) 

that Hightower cherishes as the ideal. Thus, rather than possessing the 

dream, he is "painfully possessed by it"(Martin 282). Since he longs to be 

born and live in the past which seems to offer better and more heroic 

opportunities, "[l]ike Fitzgerald's Gatsby, Hightower believes that one can 

repeat the past if one relives certain moments often enough"(283). As Martin 

notes, Hightower's grandfather "learned law somewhat as his son was to 

learn medicine 'by main strength and the devil's grace and luck'"(282). But 

as a member of the Southern aristocracy, his grandfather's dream could not 

have been fulfilled apart from the system of slavery, just as his father's 

medical profession and skill could not have been learned and perfected unless 

at the expense of wounded Union soldiers. Consequently, Hightower's 
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ultimate coming to grips with the fact that his grandfather was shot by a 

woman while robbing her chicken coop represents actually the bankruptcy of 

the Southern myth and his disillusionment with the American dream. 

The disparity between the ideal and reality in the case of Hightower 

illustrates also the dilemma in which the antebellum South was entrapped. 

On one hand, the South purported to be a pastoral Arcadia with mansions 

reflecting the style and cultural flavors of Europe. After the fashion of 

English country squires, the plantation owners supposedly inherited the 

Cavalier tradition distinguished for its elegant taste, oratorical eloquence, 

and cultural refinement, to say nothing of the ethos of romance and chivalry 

that presumably pervaded the South. On the other hand, however, all this 

glory and dream vanishes as soon as the foundation upon which the 

plantation civilization was built is exposed to be consisted of the blood and 

sweat of slave labor and the demoralization of blacks and poor whites alike. 

But how did all this happen in a society that has nurtured the 

democratic ideals of natural rights and liberty and equality for all of a 

Jefferson, a Washington and a Patrick Henry? The answer lies in the 

religious sanction Southern Puritanism sought for their New Canaan 

predicated on the racial myth of Ham and Japheth. 

In the Puritan rhetoric, as we have already seen, terms like the New 

Israel, the New Jerusalem, the Promised Land, the New Canaan, and even 

the New World Garden are often interchangeable, depending on the context. 
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They all refer to the Puritans' American experience of building on the 

Utopian dream of spiritual renewal and the American dream of freedom, 

equality and opportunity, an experience that is believed to run parallel to, 

and find correspondence in, the events of biblical Israel. The question of 

racism in relation to the New Canaan rather than the New Jerusalem or 

other designations is explained only by the Southern experience of the 

"peculiar institution" of slavery. 

The correlation between the New Canaan of the American South and 

racism is the thematic concern of two scholarly studies: Thomas Virgil 

Peterson's Ham and Japheth and Forrest G. Wood's The Arrogance of Faith. 

The information and insight provided by Peterson and Wood help account for 

the grotesque behavior of Hines and the Burdens. Fanatical as Eupheus 

Hines and Calvin Burden may appear, and that fanaticism even alienates 

them from their community, the gospel of racism they preach is nonetheless 

unmistakably the collective belief and world outlook of the postbellum 

American South. 

Eupheus Hines, like McEachern, is another key influence on Joe's 

early childhood. We don't know his relationship to Joe until toward the end 

of the story. As in Absolom, Absoloml, Faulkner withholds the key 

information till almost the end in order to keep us in suspense or rather to 

prepare us for the shock of the revelation. And that withheld information is 

likewise miscegenation. Only unlike Thomas Sutpen who is sure of Charles 
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Bon's mixed blood, Hines's conviction of Joe's "nigger blood" is based not on 

fact or even knowledge, but on an unsubstantiated report, or rather his own 

"supreme egoist['s]" (324) hypothesis founded on a combination of Southern 

xenophobia, jealously guarded racial purity, and a deep-rooted Puritan 

suspicion of women's innate frailty. "He ain't never said how he found out, 

like that never made any difference"(354), as Byron Bunch testifies. Just 

imagine what the result would be if his daughter told him it was a white man 

instead of "a Mexican" that she was dating? Hines may still blame her for 

her "womanflesh," or "womansinning," but that is pardonable compared with 

miscegenation. After all, according to the revelation received by Hines, even 

God takes fornication as a matter of course, as part of his predestined 

purpose. But God can tolerate no abomination of miscegenation as evidenced 

by "the mark"(351) and "the black curse of God Almighty"(354) on the 

offender and his offspring. "It's the Lord God's abomination, and I am the 

instrument of His will"(360); thus Hines justifies his unnaturally merciless 

treatment of his daughter and grandson by regarding it as a religious crusade 

resulting from a divine decree and his earthly call. 

As self-appointed preacher and missionary to the black people, this 

white man who very nearly depended on the bounty and charity of 

negroes for sustenance was going singlehandedly into remote negro 

churches and interrupting the service to enter the pulpit and in his 

harsh, dead voice and at times with violent obscenity, preach to them 
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humility before all skins lighter than theirs, preaching the superiority 

of the white race, himself his own exhibit A, in fanatic and unconscious 

paradox.... Perhaps they took him to be God Himself, since God to 

them was a white man too and his doings also a little inexplicable. 

(325) 

By turning God into "a tribal god" and "the Calvinized Jehovah" (Cash 135), 

who favors only the Anglo-Saxons as his "Chosen People," Hines is merely 

parodying the gospel of racism characterized by the doctrine of white 

supremacy preached by both antebellum and postbellum Southern Bible-

thumping clergymen. The arguments adopted for the justification of such 

racial myths as that of Ham and Japheth, as we will see, are indeed 

"inexplicable." 

Thus by passing off his own will as that of God and taking this action 

under the delusion of grandeur, aided and abetted evidently by his warped 

understanding of the Protestant credos of sola fides and sola Scriptura(we 

know Hines, more than McEachern, to be a feverishly earnest Bible reader) 

and by utilizing "a private typology of current affairs," Hines succeeds in 

marshalling "all the literal-spiritual texts of the Bible to sustain his private 

vision"(Bercovitch 112). By keeping a constant dialogue with God like the 

following one , 

Yes. Old Doc Hines took him. God give old Doc Hines his chance and 

so old Doc Hines give God His chance too. So out of the mouths of little 
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children God used His will. The little children hollering Nigger! 

Nigger! at him in the hearing of God and man both, showing God's 

will. And old Doc Hines said to God, "But that ain't enough. Them 

children call one another worse than nigger," and God said, "You wait 

and you watch, because I aint got the time to waste neither with this 

world's sluttishness and bitchery. I have put the mark on him [Italics 

mine] and now I am going to put the knowledge. And I have set you 

there to watch and guard My will. It will be yours to tend to it and 

oversee."(351) 

Hines' prophecies are thus self-fulfilling since the mark can be interpreted as 

the one God has put on the forehead of Cain,4 the murderer, or it can be 

interpreted as the dark skin white racists believed God has put on Ham's 

descendants as part of the curse of slavery. In either case, Hines' prophecy is 

fulfilled should Joe commit murder or just remain a supposed mulatto. 

Whatever the biblical correspondence, it vouches for his "private vision," 

which is shared in this regard by the white South collectively. 

Hines' belief that the dark skin of Negroes is a mark God has put on 

the Black race as a curse emblematic of inherent inferiority and servitude is 

also shared by Calvin Burden, another lay preacher who is an Abolitionist 

and a carpetbagger from the North. The paradox that he is an Abolitionist 

and a white supremacist at the same time can probably be explained by the 



82 

ironic fact that he mixes Unitarian and Methodist theologies based on his 

Catholic Bible in Spanish: 

interspersing the fine, sonorous flowing of mysticism in a foreign 

tongue with harsh, extemporised dissertations composed half of the 

bleak and bloodless logic which he remembered from his father on 

interminable New England Sundays, and half of immediate hellfire 

and tangible brimstone of which any country Methodist circuit rider 

would have been proud. (229) 

If Unitarianism--an intellectual offspring of Puritanism-provides the 

impetus for Calvin Burden's Abolitionist ardor, Methodism as representative 

of Southern revivalism5 gives expression to his racist rhetoric of the black 

curse. Consequently he can, on one hand, justify the war against the South 

by clothing the Abolitionist cause in the rhetoric of typology made popular by 

Puritanism, thus giving it an equally divine sanction: 

He got off on Lincoln and slavery and dared any man there to deny 

that Lincoln and the negro and Moses and the children of Israel were 

the same, and that the Red Sea was just the blood that had to be 

spilled in order that the black race might cross into the Promised 

Land. (238) 

On the other hand, he reveals the official Southern ideology of white 

supremacy by cursing black people vehemently: 
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Damn, lowbuilt black folks: low built because of the weight of the 

wrath of God, black because of the sin of human bondage staining their 

blood and flesh.(234) 

The references to "the wrath of God" and "the sin of human bondage" 

invoke the South's most powerful racial myth, the Hamitic myth. According 

to Timothy Paul Caron in his dissertation, vRag-Tag and Bob-Ends of Old 

Stories': Biblical Intertextuality in Faulkner, Hurston, Wright, and O'Connor, 

it refers to the anathema Noah casts on Ham, or rather Ham's youngest son, 

Canaan, for the implicitly sexual offence Ham commits by seeing Noah's 

naked body in the latter's drunken sleep. Ham is consequently cursed into 

slavery on behalf of Noah's two other sons Japheth and Shem, respectively 

the ancestors of white and yellow races(Gen. 9:18-27).6 This curse is later 

again identified by Calvin Burden's son, Nathaniel, as "the curse which God 

put on a whole race", "[t]he curse of the black race"(239-40). That in 

Faulkner's novels this biblical allusion does not have to be spelt out explicitly 

indicates how this racial myth is internalized by American society in general 

and integrated into the Southern cultural and religious contexts in 

particular. As Peterson and Wood in their candid studies of this phenomenon 

indicate, the identification of black people with the descendants of Ham or 

the Canaanites defies all logic, to say nothing of the inexplicable 

metamorphosis from Noah's curse to God's curse. This deliberate 
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misrepresentation is thus ideologically motivated to keep an entire race in 

subjugation by giving a shameful institution a divine sanction. 

However, the Southern Puritans who fabricated and perpetuated this 

myth did not think so. For them, it was just another example of applying the 

typological approach to the Bible to their post-Canonical history. As Cash 

suggests, the conception of "God's Chosen People" was central to the self-

image and self-definition of Southern white society (136). Like the biblical 

Israel, they believed they were given the right to take over the Promised 

Land of America by driving away the Canaanites (first the Indians, 

descendants of Shem) or by keeping them in subjugation(then the blacks, the 

descendants of Ham). As both Peterson and Wood suggest, there was a 

Southern belief that God providentially put the white people in the New 

Canaan of the American South at the same time black people were 

introduced to the New World, which indicated the fulfillment of God's divine 

ordinance of subjecting Ham's black descendants to Japheth's posterity's 

colonization of America. But the blacks, unlike the Canaanites of yore in 

ancient Mesopotamia, were not the original inhabitants of America but were 

seized from Africa against their will out of white men's greed, to say nothing 

of the fact, according to Peterson's study, that the biblical Canaanites were 

not blacks in the first place(3). Despite the illogicality of the Hamitic myth, 

it was made the key proof-text to justify black bondage and white supremacy. 

As a result, it was allegedly foreordained, to use the popular Calvinist 
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terminology, for the blacks to be inferior to the Whites, and as such to accept 

their fate as slaves. Likewise, it is only legitimate for white people to 

maintain slavery both as an economic necessity and as a moral obligation. 

The Burdens, however, are Abolitionists, and their position is 

distinguished from the official code of Southern racism because they 

acknowledge the blacks to be God's Chosen People, too. "[T]he black man 

...will be forever God's chosen own because He once cursed Him"(240). Only 

black people as the posterity of Ham are chosen as slaves for white people, 

who are the descendants of Japheth, as payment for Ham's sin against Noah. 

But they are a curse to the Caucasians who can expect to be free only when 

the curse is removed through emancipation of the blacks. Would blacks then 

win their equality with Caucasians? Of course not. For the Burdens, freedom 

for blacks is just a means of liberating whites from the sin and guilt of 

slavery, hence the way to salvation. Otherwise, Caucasians will always live 

in the shadow of black curse "in the shape of a cross"(239). 

You must struggle, rise. But in order to rise, you must raise the [black] 

shadow with you. But you can never lift it to your level. (240) 

Nathaniel, the father, thus tells his daughter, Joanna. What the Burdens 

are saying here and elsewhere actually represents a white supremacist 

mentality not uncommon among Abolitionists, which is well documented by 

historians on slavery but probably best summarized in the letter by Robert 

Goodloe Harper to the American Colonization Society in 1817. Senator 
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Harper as a politician and an Abolitionist voices a common concern among 

Caucasians when he claims that white society cannot incorporate freed 

blacks as equals because of the blacks' condemnation "to a state of hopeless 

inferiority and degradation by their color," which erects "an impassable 

barrier" separating them from the Caucasians socially, sexually, politically 

and intellectually. In other words, "[y]ou may manumit the slave, but you 

cannot make him a white man; he still remains a negro or a mulatto"(Harper 

182-83). Among the reasons enumerated, Harper places emphasis on the 

blacks' low morals resulting from their lack of the Puritan work ethic, which 

render them unable to take care of themselves in the absence of the paternal 

care of their masters. In view of this condition, he whole-heartedly endorses 

the colonization or mass deportation of free blacks back to Africa. He 

envisions this plan as the only way to keep racial harmony between whites 

and blacks. The benefit black people get from this freedom in a new land is 

the incentive to "industry, honesty and religion" which they have picked up 

from the Christian whites, and the seeds of Christian civilization they bring 

with them in the role of missionaries will then turn Africa into an earthly 

paradise, too(189). 

It is against this ideological background of colonialism as well as 

racism that we realize Calvin Burden is not wagging his tongue too freely 

when he says: 
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But we done freed them now, both black and white alike. They'll 

bleach out now. In a hundred years they will be white folks again. 

Then maybe we'll let them come back into America.(234) 

But another racial myth is involved that requires a little explication 

before we can better comprehend his otherwise senseless remarks. According 

to both Wood and Peterson, there were diverse theories, mostly myths, 

concerning the dark skin of Negroes. These speculations ranged from seeing 

the black skin as "a medical problem" to the so-called "secreting principles" 

involving white mucus or black mucus between one's outer and inner skins, 

which is an intervention from God(Wood 88-89), to God's turning Ham's skin 

black upon Noah's curse, etc.(Peterson 73). With those beliefs in mind, it is 

no longer hard to figure out what is implied in Calvin Burden's statements. 

He suggests that once the Hamitic curse of slavery is removed, God will 

somehow reinstate blacks to the status of Caucasians in a process of a 

century during which their moral iniquity, the cause of their curse, is 

gradually cleansed. The span of a century is also about the time required for 

the Africans to develop an equivalent commercial civilization. 

If this interpretation appear far-fetched, it is definitely not as far gone 

and absurd as the racial myths and speculations about black skin were. 

From this analysis, we perceive a deep-rooted prejudice against the black 

race even among Abolitionists, let alone proslavery advocates, a prejudice 

that refuses to take the Negroes as they are: they have to be seen either as 
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divine condemnation, hence pariahs or untouchables. As such, they merit the 

prejudice and enslavement at the hands of Caucasians. 

The backdrop of the Southern color caste system thus accounts for the 

fanatic attitude toward Joe Christmas represented by Hines, Grimm and 

Burden. Just as Thomas Sutpen takes upon himself the sacred crusade of 

preventing miscegenation between his mulatto son and white daughter at the 

expense of his grand design, so Hines and Grimm consider it their sacred and 

patriotic duty to lynch a black man who can easily pass off as a Caucasian, 

and threaten to taint the purity of God's Chosen People, the Southern Anglo-

Saxon society. For Hines, even his kinship with his daughter and grandson 

cannot compare with his Puritan commitment to the Southern ideal of Anglo-

Saxonism, of which he is a pathetic specimen. Percy Grimm, with his equally 

mindless conformity to the code of white supremacy, becomes what Faulkner 

calls a Nazi before Fascism even appears.7 His sadism and racist hysteria is 

also given expression in his cynical remark upon castrating the dying Joe 

Christmas: "Now you'll let white women alone, even in hell"(439). Even 

Joanna Burden, the "nigger lover," thinks of Joe only as a negro in order to 

bring out her long pent-up sexual perversion and corruption. She sees her 

wish to be pregnant with "a bastard negro child"(251) as a way of getting God 

to "let [her] be damned a little longer, a little while"(250). For the normal 

people who are spared fanaticism, like Burch and the sheriffs, Joe "wasn't 
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right", because he "[w]asn't a white man." Therefore "there was something 

funny about him"(291). And it is the fact that "[h]e never acted like either a 

nigger or a white man...[t]hat was what made the folks so-mad"(331). 

Surrounded by the hostility and bigotry of a color-oriented community 

bent on defending its racial purity, Joe's American dream of porticoed middle 

class respectability and comforts with "glaring smooth and white" bare-

armed ladies for companionship (108) is within sight but beyond reach, 

because it is separated by an unbridgeable gap of racial discrimination and 

hatred. The founding Fathers' vision of equality, liberty and opportunity for 

all was tragically circumscribed by a tenet of white supremacy, just as the 

religious freedom the Puritans had sought earlier by taking the New Canaan 

necessarily confined the privilege to the Puritan elect. The sacred history 

manque has since been suffused by conquests and subjugations of 

Canaanites, first the Indians and then the Africans, all victims of the 

Caucasian pursuit of the American dream, which has become a dream of 

uniformity and conformity rather than diversity. From this perspective Joe's 

refusal to be identified as either black or white yields its religious and 

philosophical significance. An Emersonian non-conformist smacking of Anne 

Hutchinson's anti-nomianism, Joe challenges the socio-religious assumptions 

of the Solid South by asking the deaf-awakening question that hearkens back 

in history to Jesus Christ and has since reverberated through decades till it 

finds a ringing echo in Rev. Martin Luther King's Civil Rights declaration "I 
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Have A Dream": "Just when do men that have different blood in them stop 

hating one another?"(236). For once, even though only a fleeting moment-

"already dead" as soon as it is "fullborn," listening to the sounds of nature, 

he arouses as though from a spiritual stupor and realizes that "God loves me 

too"(98), not as a black or white man since he is not sure of either of these 

identities, but as "me"--an individual human being. 

In a world of cultural significations, Joe Christmas' refusal to be 

identified other than as a human being is doomed to failure. In his resistance 

against the cultural signification of black and white, he refuses to be 

identified as black by whites and as white by blacks. He defies such cultural 

signification through a willful self-definition by posing as a white among 

blacks and a black among whites. This is his way of rebelling against the 

rigidity and stereotyping of such a racist society. His life therefore can be 

construed on an allegorical level as a universal "symbol of the quest for 

human identity in society" with a mandate to "assert his individuality in the 

very face of not only social demarcation but of human limitation itself'(Rubin 

116). Such assertion for humanity against all social odds elevates him to the 

stature of a tragic hero, linking him through what Eleanor Cook calls "a 

typological imagination" (697) to that of a Christ figure. The parallels 

between Joe Christmas and Jesus Christ thus do not consist only of the 

superficial similarities such as name, age, discipleship, timing and manner of 
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crucifixion, but also in the sense of mission, which is the purpose of their 

respective incarnations. 

Just as Jesus came to show that Jews and Gentiles can live in peace 

and harmony through understanding and accommodation, by making Joe 

Christmas' racial identity intentionally ambiguous, Faulkner renders Joe 

incapable of living either as a black or a white but rather as a human being. 

Both of their revolutionary stances incur opposition and persecution from 

their racist cultures. Ironically, Jesus came to break and destroy the racial 

barriers, but unless the racial identity is made distinct and certain, Joe 

Christmas can live only in a racial limbo, rejected by white and black alike. 

Faulkner's systematic and frequent use of Christ figures therefore, as Ursula 

Brumm and many others have testified, does not serve merely as an 

inversion resulting from the Romantic evolution of Jesus the son of man from 

Christ the Son of God, but also as an effort to find Jesus Christ in the least 

likely persons in the least likely places at the least likely times. Thus we 

have Jesus Christ embodied in an idiot like Benjy and in a criminal like Joe 

Christmas. Much as they constitute the very social outcasts a Puritan 

Southern society tries to ostracize, they represent the very kind of people 

Jesus Christ two thousand years ago came to claim as he declares in 

Matthew 25:40, "Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these 

my brethren, ye have done it unto me."8 
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It is in the light of this spirit of charity for all regardless of racial and 

cultural trappings that we call Faulkner a religious writer in the same 

tradition that binds him with Tolstoy, Dostoyevski and Hawthorne. However 

unorthodox Faulkner's assignment of Christ figures may be, it conveys a 

Christian message far more attuned to the true spirit of religion which, 

according to the Book of James, is "to look after orphans and widows in their 

distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world"(l:27). But, 

ironically, it is the intertextuality of Ham and the myth of racial purity9 

rather than the intertextuality of orphans like Joe Christmas and widows 

like Joe's mother who claim sympathy and ought to be shown charity that 

has become the dominant religious discourse in Light in August and in the 

pre- and post-Civil War South as a whole. Moreover, what we find in 

Faulkner's community of Southern Puritanism is far from a fellowship of 

universal brotherhood but rather a community of believers in the gospel of 

racism and segregation. Small wonder that when Gail Hightower 

contemplates the "stern and implacable" church music that is "deliberate and 

without passion so much as immolation, pleading, asking, for not love, not 

life, forbidding it to others, demanding in sonorous tones death as though 

death were the boon", he cannot help but see through the cause of Southern 

violence and fanaticism and hence wonder about the inevitable question: 

"And so why should not their religion drive them to crucifixion of themselves 

and one another" (347). 
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"[B]y blocking off rational explanations and alternative ways of 

acting", Peterson argues, the Hamitic myth serves to maintain the Southern 

order of slavery and racism(124). Because the subordination of Ham to 

Japheth is supposedly divinely ordained, it is only natural that the Jefferson 

community represented by Hines, Grimm and Burden should exert 

themselves so to keep a "nigger bastard" like Joe Christmas in his proper 

place. Seen from this perspective, man is no more than a puppet whose 

string is pulled, or a pawn whose move is controlled, by a "Player". As a 

result, the descendants of Japheth were no more responsible for enslaving 

the posterity of Ham than they were for the introduction of Africans into 

America. It all happened according to divine predestination. They as human 

agents were merely God's chosen instruments for the execution of His divine 

design. This Calvinist doctrine of predestination was used widely among 

Puritans in justifying or rationalizing their American experience. As a revolt 

against the Puritan obsession to prove oneself among the predestined elect, 

Joe makes every effort to prove himself among the damned, which is his way 

of asserting his will if not his humanity. 

Faulkner's critique of this Puritan dogma is illustrated in the episode 

of Lena Grove and Byron Bunch, who embody human autonomy and 

independence from the tyranny of Fate. They can move outside the realm of 

doom not only because they represent the Female(Yin) principle of an 

unreasoned faith in life's mysteries and wonders, but also because of their 
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philosophical acceptance of life as it comes, despite cultural and social 

conventions. Lena is as natural as nature itself. She has nothing to hide, is 

not ashamed of what she has done with Lucas Burch, and is not afraid of the 

consequences. She shares the story with whomever she meets of her 

"nightprowling" and how her brother literally evicts her. Few people in this 

Puritan community think well of her experience; some even tell her so. But 

in her seeming stupidity, she does not feel disturbed and remains as open 

and serene as ever. In her seems embodied the Taoist ideal of letting things 

take their own course and doing nothing that goes against nature. Or in the 

opinion of Waggoner, she exemplifies the biblical ideal of faith, hope and 

love(128). As such, she and Byron Bunch, the avatar of Puritan work ethic, 

who breaks loose from self-denial to join the freedom of Lena, supposedly 

form a modern version of the holy family of Madonna, the Infant and the 

carpenter father moving just on the edge of human community. This poses, 

consequently, a striking contrast to the arrogant and futile human strivings 

of the community in helping sacred history unfurl through imposition of an 

asserting will only to result in spiritual malaise, moral chaos, and racial 

strife. Peace with man and harmony with nature are man's redemption. 

After all the good things said about the pastoral serenity surrounding 

the Lena episode, it needs to be pointed out, and this may well undercut the 

supposed pastoral nature of Lena's story, that what makes a world of 

difference between Lena who brings out the best of the community and Joe 
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Christmas who brings out its worst is that Lena knows the father of her child 

is a white man, albeit a no-count one, while Joe has no way of ascertaining 

his paternity. In the context of the color-oriented Southern society, that does 

make all the difference. 

In wrapping up this thematic discussion of Light in August, I will refer 

to Peterson's summary of Japheth's mission as a recapitulation of my 

conceptual background for this project. Peterson states as follows: 

The early Puritans had believed themselves to be God's chosen people 

in the wilderness and interpreted their experiences as analogous to 

those of the ancient Hebrews. They were building the kingdom of God 

on earth, hoping that God would establish his rule in America. During 

the revolutionary period the ideals of civil liberty, of representative 

government, and of constitutional rights came to be joined to the 

earlier Christian hopes in the American imagination. Americans 

began to view themselves as the political beacon of light to the rest of 

the world. In the first half of the nineteenth century the westward 

expansion convinced many that God had destined America to become a 

great nation that would be a religious and political model for the rest 

of the world.(91) 

But this mythic conception of the American self grounded in a 

typological understanding of the white men's mission in the New World is 

shot through with contradictions and paradoxes. In the postbellum South as 
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revealed by Light in August, a strong belief in the social norm predicated 

purportedly on the Bible was matched only by an equally stubborn practice of 

racism and bigotry. In terms of the pursuit of the American dream, the 

Puritan worldly asceticism works only to defeat its own purpose, because the 

Puritan work ethic hampers rather than promotes spiritual growth by 

causing one to calculate one's chance for salvation in terms of dollars and 

cents. The pilgrim's progress through the marketplace thus gets bogged 

down in the utilitarian quagmire of pecuniary gains and losses, leaving the 

pilgrim spiritual strength enough only to make an idol out of success. But 

success does not come by with business acumen alone, nor does sound 

discipline in the Puritan work ethic necessarily yield a piece of the American 

dream. In the color-oriented society of the postbellum South, there is always 

the unsurmountable obstacle of one's dark skin, or even just a drop of "nigger 

blood." The myth of Ham is the white South's gospel for justifying an 

inhuman institution that corrupts the moral fabric of whites as well as 

dehumanizes blacks. Joe Christmas never aspires to the American dream of 

his own volition; he is conditioned by training to seek it only to find it 

wanting in a society founded on the supposed divine condemnation of colored 

people. The American dream as revealed by Light in August is at best a 

dream for the whites, but a nightmare for the blacks.10 
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Notes 

1 For example, Cleanth Brooks' analysis of McEachern does not go 

beyond the comment that "He [Christmas] has imbibed more from the 

training of his foster father [McEachern] than he realizes"(65). 

2 Timothy Paul Caron suggests that a literalist interpretation of 

Matthew 18:7-9 is behind the justification of such a practice: "Wherefore if 

thy hand or thy foot offend thee, cut them off, and cast them from thee: it is 

better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than having two 

hands or two feet to be cast into everlasting fire. And if thy eye offend thee, 

pluck it out, and cast it from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life with 

one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire." 

3 Another example of literalist interpretation of the Bible based on Mt 

25:14-30 which is seen as a commentary on stewardship: the unprofitable 

servant is punished and the profitable ones are rewarded. 

4 This is not based on my own speculation. Peterson cites John 

Fletcher, a proslavery writer as claiming "that Ham had sinned by marrying 

a daughter of Cain before boarding the Noah's ark. He attempted to prove 

that the mark on Cain was "blackness1 and that Ham therefore violated one 



98 

of God's basic laws against miscegenation"(78). It seems likely that Hines' 

reference to Joe's "mark" alludes to the mark on Cain as well as to that on 

Ham's posterity. 

5 Forrest G. Wood observes that Methodists were the largest and 

therefore the most influential Protestant group around the time of the Civil 

War. Donald Mathew in Religion in the Old South notes the general change 

of attitudes among Methodist clergymen from Abolitionism to proslavery 

when they married into the planter class. 

6 "These are the three sons of Noah: and of them was the whole earth 

overspread. And Noah began to be a husbandman, and he planted a vineyard: 

And he drank of the wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered within 

his tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, 

and told his two brethren without. And Shem and Japheth took a garment, 

and laid it upon both their shoulders, and went backward, and covered the 

nakedness of their father; and their faces were backward, and they saw not 

their father's nakedness. And Noah awoke from his wine, and knew what his 

younger son had done unto him. And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant of 

servants shall he be unto his brethren. And he said, Blessed be the LORD 

God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant. God shall enlarge Japheth, 

and he shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant." 
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7 About Percy Grimm, Faulkner says:" I wrote [Light in August] in 

1932 before I'd ever heard of Hitler's Storm Troopers" (Faulkner qtd by 

Cleanth Brooks in William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country, 60). 

8 According to Hyatt H. Waggoner, in portraying Joe Christmas as a 

rejected social outcast, Faulkner "tries to awaken compassion for 'one of the 

least of these' based on a recognition of universal guilt and mutual 

responsibility, not so that we may suspend judgment entirely but so that we 

may judge with love"(Barth 123). 

9 Cf. Timothy Paul Caron's dissertation, "Rag-Tag and Bob-Ends of old 

Stories": Biblical Intertextuality in Faulkner, Hurston, Wright and O'Connor. 

May 1994, Louisiana State University. 

10 Cf. Susan Tuck, "White Dreams, Black Nightmares: All God's 

Chillun Got Wings and Light In August" in The Eugene O'neill Newsletter, 

Spring, 1988. 12:1 (48-54). 
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CHAPTER 4 

ABSOLOM, ABSOLOM: "SUTPEN'S TROUBLE 

WAS INNOCENCE" 

David Mogen in The Frontier Experience and the American Dream has 

charted a diagram to outline the American myth as follows: 

The Myth of America 

'Civilization' 'FrontierVNatureVWilderness" 

+ UIU 
World 

New 
World 

The 
American 

Dream 

According to Mogen, this diagram encapsulates "the recurring patterns 

of the Myth of America"(26). Earlier in the book, Mogen defines "civilization" 

and "Frontier, etc." in terms of archetypes with Europe, East, Settlement, etc. 

symbolizing "Civilization" and with America, West, Forest, etc. representing 

"Frontier, etc." As shown by the diagram, the American dream cuts both 

ways. It involves not only one's journey from the civilization of Europe to the 

wilderness of America, where one is granted a second opportunity to start all 

over again in an economic, as well as spiritual, new birth, which Mogen 
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terms "triumph of progress." It also describes the reverse process of 

retrogression from New World innocence to Old World experience and decay, 

which Mogen designates "frontier figure(s)['] metamorphosis." The valences 

("+" and "-") indicate the intrinsic ambivalence of "values associated with 

these places dependent on literary context"(25). According to Mogen, 

Though the primary impulse in American tradition identifies key 

American values with the New World, this tradition has often been 

reversed, so that frontier experience represents the worst as well as 

the best of our cultural heritage. And the frontier story is ambivalent 

and implicitly ironic in any case, since its meaning depends upon how 

"conquering" the West is portrayed--as triumphant, tragic, comic, 

lyrical, or absurd.(25) 

Applied to Faulkner's Absolom, Absoloml, this diagram epitomizes 

Thomas Sutpen's physically and geographically ever westward march for the 

fulfillment of his "grand design" and his mentally and ideologically ever 

eastward journey towards identification with a decaying caste system, which 

movements together constitute his American dream. Piecing together the 

fragments of Sutpen's life experience and reinterpreting the first-hand and 

second-hand data presented by Miss Rosa and Mr. Compson, Quentin 

Compson (with the help of his Canadian roommate at Harvard, Shreve 

McCannan) conjures up a vivid impressionistic and larger-than-life mental 

portrait of a pioneering frontiersman that is not just "might have been" but 
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"had to be"(145). 

The Sutpens as a family and Thomas Sutpen as an individual have 

made three westward migrations, which geographically and physically 

associate them more and more with what the New World is supposed to 

represent, but ideologically and mentally draw them closer and closer to what 

the Old World is all about. Now let me explain what this seeming paradox 

means. 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century in their first westward 

movement as a family unit, the Sutpens migrate from where the first Sutpen 

arrived from Scotland to what would become West Virginia driven largely by 

the mother's strength of character. There Thomas Sutpen is born and raised 

till he is ten. In his childhood memory, the mountain community in which he 

is brought up is a pristine haven of peace where it is considered crazy for 

people to seize more than they can handle in their individual capacities. 

With the fallen world beyond the mountains locked in wild competition and 

strife for fortune and wealth and corrupted by greed and injustice, Sutpen's 

egalitarian Appalachian mountain community is indeed a Garden of Eden 

characterized by prelapsarian innocence.1 Because of such childhood 

experience, Mr. Compson reports, 

So he didn't even know there was a country all divided and fixed and 

neat with a people living on it all divided and fixed and neat because of 

what color their skins happened to be and what they happen to own, 
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and where a certain few men not only had the power of life and death 

and barter and sale over others, but they had living human men to 

perform the endless repetitive personal offices....(221-22) 

So Sutpen's family gains a new birth, or at least a freedom from the social 

constraints and stratifications of the old world by coming to America. 

Thomas Sutpen thus remains an innocent until his family's fall into the 

plantation world after his mother's death. This fall is almost as literal as it 

is symbolical. 

That's how it was. They fell into it, the whole family, ...tumbled head 

over heels back to Tidewater by sheer altitude, elevation and gravity, 

as if whatever slight hold the family had had on the mountain had 

broken.(222-23) 

By taking a journey downward from their symbolical "city on the hill" the 

Sutpen family in general and Thomas Sutpen in particular have precipitated 

a fall from blissful ignorance to painful knowledge and from naive innocence 

to traumatic experience. 

That's the way he got it. He had learned the difference not only 

between white men and black ones, but he was learning that there was 

a difference between white men and white men....(226) 

The first family migration westward thus ends up finding the Sutpens not 

only ideologically confronting a caste system transplanted from the Old 

World, but geographically on the east coast of Virginia. It is amidst the 



104 

putative "Tidewater splendor" (222) that the adolescent Sutpen experiences 

the startling revelation of a lifetime. Since in his uninitiated condition, 

he had never heard of, never imagined, a place, a land...actually owned 

by men who did nothing but ride over it on fine horses or sit in fine 

clothes on the galleries of big houses while other people worked for 

them; he did not even imagine then that there was any such way to 

live or to want to live, or that there existed all the objects to be wanted 

which there were, or that the ones who owned the objects not only 

could look down on the ones that didn't, but could be supported in the 

down-looking not only by the others who owned objects too but by the 

very ones that were looked down that didn't own objects and knew they 

never would. (221) 

Therefore nothing of his earlier experience in the backwoods has prepared 

him for the shock which he receives when he is rejected at the front door of a 

plantation house. This happens when he tries to deliver a message for his 

father, but the liveried black butler, without listening to him, orders him 

never to come to the front but to go around to the back of the house to the 

kitchen, implying that that is the only place fit for whatever transaction a 

poor white trashy boy like him has come to conduct. This gratuitous insult 

contrary to his expectations2 becomes a fixation and turns into a hauntingly 

obsessive "boy symbol"(261) underlying all his subsequent resolutions, 

aspirations and ambitions. Driven relentlessly by his humiliation and desire 
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for retaliation, Sutpen conceives and formulates his "grand design" after a 

sleepless night: 

So to combat them you have got to have what they have that made 

them do what the man did. You got to have land and niggers and a fine 

house to combat them with.... He waked before day and departed.... 

He never saw any of his family again.(238) 

This is the motivation behind Sutpen's singlehanded adventure into the West 

Indies, which symbolically embodies his unconscious attempt at regaining his 

lost paradise even though his immediate, utilitarian objective is to acquire 

"money in considerable quantities"(243) in a place where "poor men went in 

ships and became rich"(242) in order to execute his design. Notwithstanding 

the fact that the plantations in the West Indies, according to Ulrich Bonnel 

Phillips, "were of the commercial type, where the predominating purpose of 

the planter was to get money and to get it as rapidly as possible"(Kinney 90), 

Hispaniola, where Sutpen lands, is resonant with Utopian connotations 

(Thomas More's Utopia, incidentally, is located in such an island in South 

America) as Walter Allen in The Urgent West suggests, since Columbus sees 

it as "a land to be desired, and once seen, never to be left." Or 

as Mumford Jones points out, Columbus's description of the island "is 

curiously compounded out of the poetical garden emblematic of the 

Golden Age and of memories of landscapes in altar pieces and other 

holy paintings presumably seen by the devout discoverer in Catholic 
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churches". Columbus was much impressed by the fact that the natives 

"all go naked, men and women, as their mothers bore them"; and as 

Mumford Jones reminds us, nakedness in Medieval and Renaissance 

art was a symbol of innocence.(14) 

Even at the time of Sutpen's migration there, nakedness must still have been 

the norm among the aboriginal Indians and blacks as is evidenced by the 

twenty wild naked Negroes Sutpen brings to Mississippi. While this 

migration (not so much geographically as metaphorically westward) to the 

West Indies is meant apparently to satisfy a utilitarian need, on a deeper 

level it reenacts the same European baptismal crossing of the Atlantic to 

start life all over again in a new Garden of Eden through self-creation. Like 

Jay Gatsby, the young Sutpen sets sail in a ship, too, and launches out 

singlehandedly into the brave New World to fulfil "the Platonic conception of 

himself''(The Great Gatsby 99). Thus, "the image of a radically new 

personality, the hero of the new adventure" is evoked vividly in our minds' 

eyes, 

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, ready to 

confront whatever awaited him with the aid of his own unique and 

inherent resources. (Lewis 5) 

By sailing to the West Indies, Sutpen experiences his first baptism, 
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emerging from the water a new-born Sutpen whose position now on the 

social ladder of upward mobility is next only to the aristocratic planter 

himself. Through cleverness and courage, 

the latter of which I believed that I possessed, the former of which I 

believed that, if it were to be learned by energy and will in the school 

of endeavor and experience, I should learn.(242) 

Sutpen, like the quintessential American Adam, sees the world "starting up 

again under fresh initiative, in a divinely granted second chance...after the 

first chance had been so disastrously fumbled in the darkening Old World" 

(Lewis 5) of Tidewater, Virginia. In a singularly James Bond fashion, Sutpen 

singlehandedly cracks down on a Nat Turner type of slave insurrection and 

becomes a member of the plantation aristocracy by marrying into the planter 

family. As he confides to General Compson later that he believes 

there was something about a man's destiny (or about the man) that 

caused the destiny to shape itself to him like his clothes did...so that 

his...destiny had fitted itself to him, to his innocence, his pristine 

aptitude for platform drama and childlike heroic simplicity.(245-246) 

Unwittingly or not, Sutpen actually encapsulates the Manifest Destiny of the 

United States of America. And his Adamic manifest destiny, twisted already 

into the attitude of an Ugly American, 

had fitted itself to the swaggering of all his gestures and to the forensic 

verbiage in which he stated calmly, with that frank innocence which 
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we call 'of a child' except that a human child is the only living creature 

that is never either frank or innocent, the most simple and the most 

outrageous things.(246) 

Only the dreamer, absorbed in his own dream of "money, a house, a 

plantation, slaves, a family--incidentally of course, a wife"(212), is stone-blind 

to the wretched deprivation, human suffering and "unbearable hardships" 

(Kinney 90) around him that lead up to the rebellion. The plantation under 

his management is literally a living hell. It is not even paradise for the 

planters who, according to Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, were mostly absentee 

landlords and seldom brought their families to live in the island(Kinney 90). 

Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that the white planter should 

have a mulatto daughter. But Sutpen really does not care to find out so long 

as the woman is "adjunctive or incremental to the design which [he] had in 

mind"(240). Like Doc Hines who would have dismissed his daughter's affair 

as a piece of "womansinning" had Millie not told him her lover was a 

Mexican, Sutpen probably would not bother to suspect or discern his wife's 

black blood should the planter choose not to tell Sutpen that her mother was 

a Spaniard. But when the suspicion is confirmed and the same wife with his 

new born son is no longer adjunctive to his design, "I provided for her and put 

her aside"(240), just like that; because "this new fact rendered it impossible 

that this woman and child be incorporated in my design"(264). 

Hence, Sutpen's Adamic attempt at self-creation is once again 
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"disastrously fumbled"(Lewis 5) because of this setback in the fulfillment of 

his design. Years later Sutpen still broods over his misfortune while soliciting 

General Compson's legal advice to find out where the "mistake" in his design 

lies. However, in his self-absorption in, and single-minded concentration on, 

his drive to realize his blueprint, he ignores the price other people have to 

pay for his dream. In his "abysmal and purblind innocence"(265), he is 

serenely unaware of the slave population's miserable plight that is the daily 

routine around him. The darkening and lengthening shadow, the shadow of 

the black curse, that accompanies the European colonialists' conquest of the 

New World is ominously closing in on both the violators of the New World 

and their victims. In The Myth of Southern History, F. Garvin Davenport Jr. 

contends, 

The islands [of Haiti] are a microcosm of the New World itself, a world 

in which the incredible paradox of peaceful greenery and crimson 

flowers" provides a backdrop for "all the satanic lusts of human greed 

and cruelty." This greed exploits not only the land but human flesh as 

well. The New World, then, had never been, and could never be, a 

garden of undefiled harmony and simplicity. Europeans had not 

escaped the burdens of history or the evils of civilization by coming to 

the New World any more than Sutpen had escaped the system which 

had brought about his humiliation.(98-99) 
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Rather than destroying Sutpen's innocence, the Haitian experience 

paradoxically reinforces his innocence and gives him more hope and 

confidence, which drives him further westward, this time to the Mississippi 

frontier. As Rosa Coldfield perceives it, it is upon a pastoral scene as 

"peaceful and decorous as schoolprize water color"--another Edenic locale-

that Sutpen "abrupt[s]" with violence out of nowhere and "[o]ut of quiet 

thunderclap" still reeking with "faint sulphur" in his "hair clothes and beard" 

and with a band of wild Negroes in tow(8). This highly mythologized and 

romanticized image of the American Adam, self-reliant, self-propelling and 

self-made, sets the stage for another cycle of Sutpen's Adamic self-creation 

before history overtakes him and ruptures his Adamic vision once and for all. 

Of all Sutpen's myth-making Adamic experience, which is co-extensive 

with his pursuit of the American dream that takes the form of ever westward 

movement, the frontier Mississippi episode resonates the most with biblical 

overtones. Again, like Jay Gatsby, the quintessential American dreamer, 

Sutpen is also "a son of God," therefore "he must be about His Father's 

business"(The Great Gatsby 99), which means he has to create a world of his 

own-de novo and ex nihilo-anew and out of nothing. No wonder Rosa 

Coldfield describes him and his plantation enterprise in terms of vivid 

biblical images straight out of Genesis, and Wash Jones worships almost the 

dust under his feet. As William D. Lindsey suggests in "Order as Disorder: 

Absolom, Absolom's Inversion of the Judaeo-Christian Creation Myth", 
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"Faulkner employs creation imagery to comment on Sutpen's pretentious self-

creation and his ironically destructive creation of the domain of Sutpen's 

Hundred"(Fowler 87). Part of this destructive creation involves 

objectification of people and things with which to create himself and his 

plantation. As the Southern counterpart of the Northern robber baron, 

Sutpen wrests a hundred square miles of fertile land through sheer strength 

of will and drags a plantation house the size of a courthouse out of the swamp 

through outright brute force. In the same manner that suggests rape of the 

land, Sutpen begets his children without gentleness. Throughout Sutpen's 

encounters with women, we see him regarding them merely as breeding 

stock, with women and children all being adjunct instruments to his 

grandiose design. It is this lack of humanity, the failure to see human beings 

as ends in themselves but as a means of fulfilling some sacred or secular 

design, that dooms his ambitious plan to inevitable failure, a fate he shares 

with the antebellum South as a whole. 

If Sutpen's design originates with the image of the boy being turned 

away from his father's big house (for Pettibone is in every way Sutpen's 

spiritual father and is responsible for what and who he comes to be) at the 

beginning of his migration westward, it ends with his being the biological 

father turning away his own begotten son at the culmination of his design 

and toward the end of his life's westward journey. This suggests that human 

nature never changes, that the Adamic capacity for renewal and self-creation 



112 

remains only a delusion. According to David Noble, the American Adam is 

eternally the same old Adam everywhere at any time, a point brought out 

most poignantly by Wash Jones. Wash is the poor white trashy henchman 

who idolatrizes Sutpen ("A fine proud man. If God himself was to come down 

and ride the natural earth, that's what he would aim to look like" [282]) and 

makes it almost an article of faith that whatever Sutpen touches, "whether 

hit's a regiment of men or a ignorant gal or just a hound dog, that [he] will 

make hit right"(284). He muses and realizes for the first time the 

delusiveness of the Adamic myth embodied by Sutpen after striking Sutpen 

down with a rusty scythe, symbol of time and history as fateful doom, 

because Sutpen adds insult to injury by treating his fifteen year old 

granddaughter as worth less than a mare for bearing him a girl. He 

contemplates fleeing from the approaching posse, but that is just like "fleeing 

merely one set of bragging and evil shadow for another, since they were all of 

a kind throughout all of earth", men who "set the order and the rule of living" 

but treat the down-trodden with inhumanity and immunity. By making 

Sutpen's loyal henchman give the startling revelation, Faulkner rejects the 

Southern myth and the myth "of America as the last refuge of righteousness, 

and instead shows that the only way for a society to see itself as innocent is 

to be as blind to human reality as Thomas Sutpen"(Martin 267). 

Besides pinpointing the inherent dehumanization of the Southern 

caste system as the cause of its downfall, Wash's epiphany also implicitly 
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challenges the assumption of the American Way of life as a whole as the 

paragon of divine righteousness and justice, which is, incidentally, a 

reflection of the earlier Puritan belief in their "errand into the wilderness" of 

the New World being to set up "a city on the hill," a model of perfection for 

the rest of the world to behold and imitate. In the words of William D. 

Lindsey, in Sutpen one sees the quintessential American "with a hybris that 

assumes himself to be the center of the universe"(100). 

Thus Sutpen's ever westward migration in search of new beginnings 

and new self-definitions propelled, like Jay Gatsby, by "something 

commensurate to his capacity for wonder "{The Great Gatsby 182) comes full 

circle back to where it starts, psychologically and ideologically if not 

physically and geographically. He has finally found his spiritual father and 

is wholeheartedly accepted into his father's house only at the cost of denying 

some other boy symbol which happens to be his own son and some girl symbol 

which happens to be his own daughter. That spiritual father, embodied by 

Pettibone, is the whole antebellum South which can put up its recalcitrant 

facade of innocence only at the expense of his black and poor white children. 

Hence, the Old World overtakes the New, and casts it relentlessly in its own 

darkening shadows. The American myth of the New World Garden, 

envisaged by the Puritan divines and their Enlightenment successors, home 

of the brave and land of the free affording equal opportunities to the born-

again American Adams, remains thus at best a mixed moral vision. In the 
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words of Lewis P. Simpson, "[i]n reality New World man in his effort to follow 

Rousseauesque discontent into a new condition was creating another Fall of 

man and binding himself more securely by the fetters of society than ever 

before"(175). 

Having related Sutpen's ever westward thrust to the American myth 

which assumes the Adamic innocence as its primary discourse, it is time to 

define this innocence in the light of Absolom, Absolom! and its larger cultural 

context. It is no coincidence that Faulkner has Mr. Compson, one of the three 

narrators, to associate Sutpen with innocence, a point that takes the telling 

of the whole story to prove, because in the beginning chapters and 

throughout the narration of Rosa Coldfield, the only survivor left of the 

Sutpen clan to tell his story, Sutpen is anything but innocent. In her 

demonization of Sutpen, motivated more than anything else by the desire for 

revenge for the wrong Sutpen has done to her personally and to her ideal of 

the Southern Cavalier ideologically, she tries to prove Sutpen guilty as 

charged by making him seem an exception rather than the rule. Enamoured 

of the myth of the Edenic South, she blames Sutpen for the very defeat of the 

South, seeing him as the "evil's source and head which had outlasted all its 

victims"(18), the very reason "why God let us lose the War: that only through 

the blood of our men and the tears of our women could He stay this demon 

and efface his name and lineage from the earth"(ll). Like a Faulkner critic 

under the influence of Fundamentalism who sees Sutpen as an isolated 
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phenomenon rather than a product or even victim of the antebellum 

Southern culture, Rosa, too, regards Sutpen as an outsider, or a Yankee 

robber baron, who is no representative of the antebellum South. Like the 

Southern Puritan that she is, she interprets issues of social justice in terms of 

a personal morality. To her, Sutpen is nothing short of Satan incarnate, the 

very antithesis of innocence. 

Only Mr. Compson, Quentin and Shreve, from the vantage point of 

temporal distance, more information and intellectual sophistication, can 

integrate the fragments of fiction and fact into a bigger picture that offers a 

more coherent interpretation of Sutpen's innocence in relation to the 

American myth in general and the Southern myth in particular. To begin 

with, Sutpen's innocence is religious in origin. The "Puritan vision of self-

creation"(Noble 15) is central to this myth of innocence, validated by the 

Puritan's typological interpretation of their New World experience. This 

interpretation equates the Puritans' secular, providential history in North 

America with the sacred history of Biblical Israel by identifying themselves 

with the God's Chosen People charged with the same divine mandate of 

taking the Promised Land. As the New Adam ushering in a new millennium, 

they assume also a prelapsarian innocence, which is easily reduced to self-

righteousness and absence of guilt. Encouraged by the seemingly endless 

westward expansion, the American Adam is justifiably suffused with hopes of 

renewal whenever his old life is "disastrously fumbled." All it takes is to be 
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"courageous and clever"(242). 

Drawing an analogy between Sutpen's conception of morality and a 

cooking recipe, Mr. Compson defines Sutpen's innocence as 

that ...which believed that the ingredients of morality were like the 

ingredients of pie or cake and once you had measured them and 

balanced them and mixed them and put them into the oven it was all 

finished and nothing but pie or cake could come out.(263) 

In other words, he chooses to live by a "code of logic and morality, his formula 

and recipe of fact and deduction" with its "balanced sum and product", 

because this rationality shields him from the "maelstrom of unpredictable 

and unreasoning human beings"(275). The disposal of his first marriage is a 

case in point. The fact that his father-in-law withholds a secret that is vitally 

important to Sutpen is a breach of the contract he enters in good faith 

because he is above-board about his own "obscure origin" (262) and is 

sufficient reason for him to declare the marriage null and void. But to 

compensate for whatever injustice this may incur, he surrenders all his claim 

to the properties he has earned at the risk of his life, something he 

voluntarily "repudiated to balance his moral ledger"(297). "[A]nd this was 

agreed to, mind; agreed to between the two parties"(264). In short, he 

believes he can obviate his conscience as long as he is above-board in his 

business dealings and has more than compensated for whatever financial 

injury he may have caused. "Such rational self-absorption", in the words of 
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Vanderwerken, "anesthetizes Sutpen's feelings and...best illustrate[s] his 

dysfunction"(81). Seeking legal advice from General Compson, he asks 

innocently and betrays unwittingly in the same breath the amoral nature of 

his innocence: 

You see, I had a design in my mind [a sentence he has repeated long 

enough to give his design a legendary and mythical hue]. Whether it 

was a good or a bad design is beside the pom£(Italics mine); the 

question is, Where did I make the mistake in it, what did I do or misdo 

in it, whom or what injure by it to the extent which this would 

indicate.(263) 

This almost resembles a modern-day solution-finding, brain-storming, or 

technical trouble shooting, session in which the persons involved, in their 

simple innocence, concern themselves only with finding out the defect of a 

product design or the bugs of a computer program regardless of the moral-

ethical consequence the use of the product may cause, whether it is to nuke 

the planet or to disseminate a deadly bacteria in the world. This is probably 

what Cleanth Brooks suggests when he argues that "Sutpen's innocence is 

peculiarly the innocence of modern man"(306). It also challenges implicitly 

our assumption of progress based on human planning with the aid of 

technology and knowhow, which is what Brooks and Lindsey refer to as the 

"scientific" approach.3 This scientific approach refuses to see a disastrous 

fumbling as "retribution, no sin of the father come home to roost; not even 
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calling it bad luck, but just a mistake"(267), either "only a minor tactical 

mistake"(269) or "the mistake which he believed was the sole cause of his 

problem"(271), "the logical steps by which he had arrived at a result 

absolutely and forever incredible"(263). But "[w]hat his 'scientific' approach 

fails to take into account", according to Lindsey, "is the stubborn resistance of 

the irrational both within the mind of the 'rational' planner and in those 

whom he seeks to manipulate"(95). Small wonder General Compson should 

be enraged by such innocence: 

What kind of abysmal and purblind innocence could that have been 

which someone told you to call virginity? what conscience to trade 

with which have warranted you in the belief that you could have 

bought immunity from her for no other coin but justice.(265) 

However, it is the same Sutpen, before his westward quest for self-

realization, who refuses to buy into this very rational approach: 

[W]hen he got to be a youth and curiosity itself exhumed the tales 

which he did not know he had heard and speculated on, he was 

interested and would have liked to see the places once, but without 

envy or regret, because he just thought that some people were spawned 

in one place and some in another, some spawned rich (lucky, he may 

have called it) and some not, and that...the men themselves had little 

to do with choosing and less of the regret because it had never once 

occurred to him that any man should take any such blind accident as 
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that as authority or warrant to look down at others, any others.(222) 

It is certainly a far cry from where he used to be and where he is now. What 

is it that brings about this about-face change? Of course it concerns his 

rejection at the white plantation house. But unless he is indoctrinated by the 

American success story, he will not know where and how to turn to get his 

revenge by becoming like Pettibone himself. And unless he goes to school, 

albeit for only three months, where he is told the American success story, 

which he believes "in that listening [he] was equipping [him]self better for 

what [he] should later design to do than if [he] had learned all the addition 

and subtraction in the book"(242), he would not have undergone the 

transformation in his Weltanschauung. This change of paradigm enables 

him to substitute his former pristine innocence characterized by backwood 

ignorance and a simple lack of drive and gumption for the new-found 

innocence of self-actualization through self-help, which has become part of 

the American national character. In portraying Thomas Sutpen as a 

ruggedly individualistic mountain boy-turned-planter-colonel, Faulkner 

evidently had in the back of his mind a quintessential American self-made 

man. 

In a humorous turn of phrase, Vanderwerken depicts Sutpen's near 

completion of his design of "a house, a plantation, slaves, a family-

incidentally of course, a wife"(263) at the Mississippi frontier through "a 

Mao-like five-year-plan"(66), and, I would add, by dint of a "Great Leap 
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Forward."4 "A driven workaholic" (66), Sutpen works as though salvation 

depends on it, which is the pet belief of all good Puritans. In Sutpen's 

dealings with women, Vanderwerken notices Sutpen's conscious or 

unconscious copying from one of Franklin's famous thirteen virtues: "Rarely 

use venery but for health or offspring"(80). This utilitarian principle guides 

Sutpen in all his encounters with women. He confides in General Compson 

that he had remained a virgin until his first marriage in Haiti, supposedly a 

sacrifice made for the sake of his grand design: "that too was a part of the 

design which I had in my mind"(248). Following his first marriage which 

brings him a son, but which he ends anyway on account of the unintended 

miscegenation, he does not fail to include in his band of Negroes two black 

women for the sake of his health and offspring as well, since an addition to 

his slave population serves to increase his wealth. His relationship with the 

white women follows the same pattern. In his own words, a wife as a sex 

partner is quite incidental to his design. Her value resides purely in her 

capacity to bear him offspring to carry on his name. This fact may account 

for Ellen Coldfield's pining away in her helpless indulgence in romantic 

fantasies after her function as a mother is fulfilled. 

Sutpen's attitude toward women wreaks havoc, especially in the life of 

his sister-in-law, Rosa Coldfield. After the disappearance of his son Henry, 

who has dutifully killed Sutpen's first mulatto son, Charles Bon, to prevent 

miscegenation, Colonel Sutpen returns from the war at the age of fifty-nine to 
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face the restoration of his fallen dynasty. After finding out how much of his 

former plantation he can keep, the next thing he does is to tear up whatever 

romantic illusion of marriage Rosa may have entertained by cutting a crude 

deal with her so that only when she proves her ability to bear him a son as a 

precondition will there be marriage. When he runs out of eligible candidates, 

he locks in on the target of Milly Jones, Wash Jones's fifteen year old 

granddaughter, and launches the attack immediately because he realizes 

time is no longer on his side. Actually time is never on his side. He 

complains to General Compson about how his first failed marriage has 

wasted so many years of his time which would 

leave [him] behind with [his] schedule not only the amount of elapsed 

time which their number represented, but that compensatory amount 

of time represented by their number which [he] should now have to 

spend to advance [him]self once more to the point [he] had reached 

and lost. (264) 

To jump start his failing plan, therefore, he seduces his henchman's ignorant 

adolescent daughter in hopes of securing as the last chance a male offspring 

to succeed him. Stingy as he is with Milly, making her a present of a home-

made dress from material straight out of his own store and some shop-worn 

candy and ribbon, he is generous in comparison with what he gives Rosa-the 

ring from his late wife's finger. The story of Sutpen is "no tale about women, 

certainly not about love"(200). 
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Actually, Sutpen's imitation of the prototypical American self-made 

man is not confined solely to the use of venery. What underlies his 

transactions with women suggests also the virtues of "Frugality" and 

"Industry": "Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste 

nothing" and "Lose no time; be always employed in something useful; cut off 

all unnecessary actions"(Franklin 72). By offering trinkets to women with or 

without promises of marriage and by being straightforward about the pre-

nuptial agreement, Sutpen believes he is doing good and cutting off 

unnecessary actions which evidently include the courtship stage, something 

he has always skipped. In the case of his first marriage, he is hardly aware 

of the existence of the French planter's daughter until the fateful day of black 

resurrection when they are thrown together fending off the rebels' attack. For 

his second marriage, he goes into the Coldfields' house one night with a 

bouquet of flowers and comes out already engaged to be married. His 

courtships of Rosa and Milly Jones both seem to result from the moment's 

spur and cut right through what Sutpen must have called "crap" to the heart 

of the matter: reproducing offspring. He acts before Rosa "as if he were 

consulting with Jones or with some other man about a bitch dog or a cow or 

mare"(168), and he does draw a comparison between his mare that has just 

foaled a colt and Milly Jones who unfortunately bears only a baby girl. As a 

result, what emerges from the narrators' characterization and interpretation 

of Sutpen is almost a personification of rational efficiency and callous 
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calculation. Only "efficiency as an end in itself is self-defeating"(Brooks 308). 

Sutpen's downfall illustrates just that. 

Just as abstinence from women except for the purpose of reproduction 

ranks high in the Southern code of morality as in the Puritan ethic, so does 

abstinence from alcohol. By this standard, we know Sutpen fares well with 

women, but how well does he do with alcohol? Though whiskey and 

champagne are frequently invoked in connection with Sutpen, a close reading 

of the story reveals him to be no more than a social drinker and that for the 

sake of either cementing business ties or of promoting camaraderie for the 

sake of his design. We know he practices ascetic self-denial by remaining a 

virgin until his first marriage, presumably to advance his design. The same 

can be said of his abstinence from alcohol. Drinking is never mentioned in 

his Haitian episode. He must have shunned it as an evil trap now that he 

was busy securing a foothold in his climb on the social ladder. In the first 

days of his arrival in Jefferson, he is surrounded by drinking men at the bar 

of the Holston House; but 

He did not drink at all, he told them....It was General Compson who 

first realized that at this time Sutpen lacked not only the money to 

spend for drink and conviviality, but the time and inclination as well: 

that he was at this time completely the slave of his secret and furious 

impatience, his conviction gained from whatever that recent 

experience had been--that fever mental or physical--of a need for haste, 
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of time fleeing beneath him, which was to drive him for the next five 

years. (340) 

The first time Sutpen drinks is at the hunting party he gives in his 

plantation two years later, presumably to explore the possibilities of eligible 

marriage partners. It is purely social drinking and General Compson 

remarked that he drank very sparingly save when he himself had 

managed to supply some of the liquor. His guests would bring whiskey 

out with them but he drank of this with a sort of sparing calculation as 

though keeping mentally...a sort of balance of spiritual solvency 

between the amount of whiskey he accepted and the amount of 

running meat which he supplied to the guns.(40) 

It is evidently not just "his code of logic and morality" that is engaged in the 

mental calculation, but being a "stoic"(to use John Allen's term) and 

puritanical man, he simply would not allow himself to have that kind of fun. 

Later when his design is completed, he begins to imitate Pettibone who 

symbolizes to him what being uppity is all about by taking drinks in his stave 

barrel hammock under the scuppernong arbor, attended by Wash Jones. But 

this drinking is more of a ritual in self-conscious imitation of the graceful 

leisure of aristocracy than an indulgence in connoisseurship of well-brewed 

vintage. This kind of social drinking does bring Jones' cringing loyalty, and 

people like General Compson's friendship in time of need. In his practice of 

drinking, Sutpen fully conforms to Franklin's virtue Number 1: "drink not to 
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elevation" (Franklin 72). It is therefore not at all surprising that we never 

find him drunk but sober and alert all the time. This may be explained by 

his aversion to his father's alcoholism, which he must have attributed to his 

father's shiftlessness which resulted in his family's abject poverty.5 

But Sutpen's greatest achievement in terms of exercising the 

Franklinesque virtues is his relentless enforcement of virtue Number 4. 

Resolution, "Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what 

you resolve"(72). From the moment he conceives his design, that design 

becomes the center of his life. 

All of a sudden he discovered, not what he wanted to do but what he 

just had to do, had to do it whether he wanted to or not, because if he 

did not do it he knew that he could never live with himself for the rest 

of his life.(220) 

It is this resolution, this strength of sheer will and determination that sees 

him through all the obstacles on his way to success and, when he is falling, 

lifts him up and sets him charging again. It is probably this puritanical will 

and spartan austerity that wins for him Goodhue Coldfield's approval of 

Ellen's marriage to Sutpen. 

Coldfield and Sutpen apparently have "nothing in common"(42). 

Sutpen is, in the eyes of the Jefferson community, an unscrupulous upstart 

without a past who "given the occasion and the need,...can and will do 

anything" (46). Coldfield, on the other hand, if not a saint, is a man of 
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religious belief and discipline, a pillar of the local Methodist church and "a 

man with a name for absolute and undeviating and even Puritan uprightness 

in a country and time of lawless opportunity, who neither drank nor gambled 

nor even hunted"(43). But according to Brooks, they are really not as 

diametrically opposed as it appears. What brings them together is the same 

meticulous concern with their "spiritual solvency." Earlier on, we see how 

Sutpen is in the habit of performing a balancing act to settle his business 

affairs, from providing for and putting aside his first wife to "keeping...a sort 

of balance of spiritual solvency between...whiskey...accepted and...meat... 

supplied"(40). Now we see how with astounding similarity Mr. Coldfield 

performs this balancing act with equal dexterity: 

Mr. Coldfield apparently intended to use the church[for his daughter's 

wedding] into which he had invested a certain amount of sacrifice and 

doubtless self-denial and certainly actual labor and money for the sake 

of what might be called a demand balance of spiritual solvency, exactly 

as he would have used a cotton gin in which he considered himself to 

have incurred either interest or responsibility, for the ginning of any 

cotton which he or any member of his family, by blood or by marriage, 

had raised--that, and no more.(50) 

If he believes he is entitled to the use of the church the same as he is a 

machine in direct proportion with his investment in them, it is not surprising 

that he should expect commensurate reward for lending his savings along 
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with his good credit to Sutpen for some profiteering speculation. But he 

rejects his share of the ill-gotten profit along with his original loan out of the 

same concern for his spiritual solvency, because 

The man who sells one thing for another, or less for more, ...though he 

may enter a large item on the "Profit" side of his earthly ledger; yet, in 

the Book of Life, he will find it entered on the side of "Loss." (Horace 

Mann qtd by Wyllie 81) 

It is this watchful concern with the jealously guarded spiritual balance sheet 

that has earned Coldfield his "carefully nurtured name for immaculate 

morality"(63) much sought after by upstart nouveau riche like Sutpen who 

need a respectable facade for their ill-gotten wealth. Coldfield s rejection 

seems to be the best solution, since it advances his daughter's welfare as well 

as placates his own conscience(50-51). 

Faulkner's choice of Methodism for Coldfield's Protestant 

denomination is probably an ironic parody since, according to Donald 

Mathews, Methodist preachers and circuit riders were known to voice their 

anti-slavery sentiments vociferously until they married into planter families, 

after which they became loud proslavery advocates. In this case, however, it 

is Sutpen the planter who woos the lay preacher's daughter and "desired the 

big wedding, the full church and all the ritual"(49). In any case, this union of 

a crass go-getting materialist and a kill-joy, hellfire and brimstone Puritan is 

nothing short of a symbolical gesture, pregnant with satirical implications as 
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Melvin Backman contends, 

With an assist from the puritan, Goodhue Coldfield, [Sutpen] acquired 

the appropriate furnishings for his baronial dream: the chandeliers, 

rugs, mahogany, and "the stainless wife"(51). The marriage of Thomas 

Sutpen to Ellen Coldfield signifies the union of frontiersman and 

puritan, a union which would give birth to the very character of the 

South. Frontier violence would be yoked to fundamentalist religion, 

frontier individualism would be wedded to the puritan's conscience. 

Superimposed on the marriage was the plantation system, with 

another set of values and with its Peculiar Institution. (Kinney 122) 

I fully agree with Cleanth Brooks who says that Faulkner either was 

aware of, or would have understood, Richard Tawney's Religion and the Rise 

of Capitalism while writing the episode of Mr. Coldfield(Brooks 302), and for 

that matter, McEachern and Miss Burden in Light in August as well. Though 

still very much inhibited by his religious scruples about ill-gotten wealth, 

Coldfield never slackens in his calling as a small country shop-keeper from 

which he scrapes up enough money to support his family of five "in comfort 

and security"(82) in addition to contribution to his church as a steward. He 

achieves this primarily through close trading, i.e., by bargaining in a miserly 

way. "[H]e could not have done it save by close trading or dishonesty"-

according to General Compson-i.e., by restricting "dishonesty to the selling of 

straw hats and hame strings and salt meat", running the risk of being 
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considered even "by his own family as a kleptomaniac"(82-83). In this penny-

pinchy way, he manages to accumulate a small hoard which he regards duly 

in Puritan terms as his earthly credentials for his heavenly salvation: 

Doubtless the only pleasure which he had ever had was not in the 

meager spartan hoard which he had accumulated before his path 

crossed that of his future son-in-law--not in the money but in its 

representation of a balance in whatever spiritual counting-house he 

believed would some day pay his sight drafts on self-denial and 

fortitude. And doubtless what hurt him most in the whole business 

with Sutpen was not the loss of the money but the fact that he had had 

to sacrifice the hoarding, the symbol of the fortitude and abnegation, to 

keep intact the spiritual solvency which he believed that he had 

already established and secured. It is as if he had had to pay the same 

note twice because of some trifling oversight of date or signature.(84) 

Thus in his parsimonious way, Coldfield explicitly spells out the central 

message of the Puritan work ethic: worldly success is a measure of divine 

blessings; therefore wealth is in league with godliness and poverty with 

sin(Wyllie 56, 65). Internalizing this message without taking on the religious 

trappings, Sutpen is merely obeying the dictates of his society's ruling 

ideology. Different as Coldfield's conception of the American dream may 

seem from that of Sutpen on the surface, when reduced to essentials, they all 

share the same preoccupation with materialism. For both Sutpen and 
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Coldfield, the end justifies the means. For Sutpen, his revenge on behalf of 

the boy symbol in the form of "his design" is used to rationalize what 

Matthew Roberts Martin terms as his "objectification" of people and things in 

the service of that design. Likewise, Coldfield's concern with his divine 

redemption in "the spiritual countinghouse" justifies his scrimping and 

hoarding even through deceptive trade practices. The bottom line is the same 

obsession with worldly possessions. When Coldfield shuts himself up in his 

attic by turning his back on the South for "having erected its economic edifice 

not on the rock of stern morality but on the shifting sands of opportunism 

and moral brigandage"(260), he is actually repulsed more by the uninhibited 

audacity and rapacity in people like Sutpen for "aggrandisement" 

(McEachern's word) of wealth in total disregard of religious scruples, which 

trivialize his scrimping and hoarding, than by the pursuit of materialism 

itself. On the contrary, he is shocked not so much by "the idea of pouring out 

human blood and life, but at the idea of waste: of wearing out and eating up 

and shooting away material in any cause whatever"(83). But to give him his 

due, he sees correctly the contradiction intrinsic to Puritanism: he has the 

type of Puritan character(courage) to do what he believes serves his best 

material interest on which his salvation in this world and the next depends, 

but his Puritan conscience inhibits him from taking advantage of any such 

opportunity. In his profitable deal with Sutpen, 

the least thing he could do was to refuse to take his share of the 
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profits; that when he saw that it had worked it was his conscience he 

hated, not Sutpen--his conscience and the land, the country which had 

created his conscience and then offered the opportunity to have made 

all that money to the conscience which it had created, which could do 

nothing but decline; hated that country so much that he was even glad 

when he saw it drifting closer and closer to a doomed and fatal war. 

(260) 

This revealing passage, like that about Calvin Burden in Light in August, 

betrays the ulterior motives of the putative Abolitionist. He is just mad 

about his Fundamentalist religion which has created such a fragile 

conscience in him. In the frenzied grapple for wealth around him, he alone 

becomes the sacrificial object of Puritanism. If wealth and success(which is 

gauged by wealth in America) are the only signs of divine salvation, why 

should religious people like Coldfield be bothered by their consciences which 

ought to be an aid to their salvation rather than an obstacle? No wonder 

Coldfield is mad, mad enough to commit suicide. Thus in Coldfield is 

embodied what Richard Weiss in The American Myth of Success calls "[t]he 

inevitable conflict between the Protestant ethic and the values fostered by 

capitalism--a collision Weber was at pains to demonstrate"(18). 

With this theology of the Puritan work ethic lurking in the 

background, it is no longer that difficult to comprehend from yet another 

perspective why Sutpen is immovably recalcitrant and securely entrenched in 
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his innocence. For one thing, he does not have the Coldfield conscience and 

morality, which he may despise as hypocrisy anyway. For another, the way 

he achieves his success has its social and even religious sanctions. Just as 

Emerson points out, 

The pulpit and the press have many commonplaces denouncing the 

thirst for wealth, but if men should take these moralists at their word 

and leave off aiming to be rich, the moralists would rush to rekindle at 

all hazards this love of power in the people, lest civilization should be 

undone, (qtd by Wyllie 17) 

This is the dilemma for Sutpen and Coldfield. It is the dilemma of 

Puritanism and America at large. Sutpen's saga, in the last analysis, 

indicates only how much of the American Adamic myth and the Puritan work 

ethic he has internalized. Therefore, Faulkner's critique of Sutpen is not just 

a critique of the South but the underlying American secular and religious 

culture as a whole. F. Garvin Davenport Jr. testifies to this when he says in 

The Myth of Southern History: 

Sutpen is influenced...by a cultural innocence which motivates the 

individual toward, and rewards him for, the exploitation of his 

environment and his fellow human beings for his own pecuniary 

gratification while teaching no principles of individual responsibility 

toward the environment and the people. The self-made man, even the 

self-made Cavalier, is not his brother's keeper in nineteenth century 
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America, the myth of the Old South notwithstanding.... Sutpen's 

design is the American Dream of success, but in Faulkner's novel it 

also becomes a cultural tragedy because of this paradoxical innocence 

which makes Sutpen insensitive to the evil done to men and nature in 

pursuit of this success.(99) 

Cleanth Brooks calls Thomas Sutpen a Yankee rather than a 

Southerner, as if a Southerner is naturally immune to the virus of the 

American self-made manhood with all its ramifications. But by the same 

token Jay Gatsby is a Yankee, even though he is from the Midwestern state 

of Minnesota. By perpetuating the myth of the South or Southerner, Brooks 

evidently means to justify what is called the "Tate-Woodward-Brooks" thesis 

(King qtd by Sykes 3) that contrary to the American legendary history of 

success, wealth and innocence, Southern history is distinguished more by 

"frustration, failure, and defeat" and the Southerner by freedom from "moral 

complacency" resulting from "this national self-image of innocence" 

(Woodward 19-20). But how this freedom from moral complacency and 

innocence is in keeping with the Southern popular belief that the Bible-Belt 

South is the last bastion of religious values and probably the only remnants 

of God's Chosen People is beyond the scope of this project. Suffice it to say 

that if this is not the avatar (to use a Faulkner's favorite word) of American 

innocence, then the American myth of innocence is non-existent. Sutpen's 

story may not fit in with Brooks' and Woodward's image of the Old South of 
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culture and values undermined by unscrupulous "underbred" upstarts like 

the Sutpens and the Snopeses, and the ideal of Jeffersonian agrarianism 

corrupted by crass Northern commercialism and industrialism, but their 

mythical conception of the Old South is irreconcilable with the stark reality 

of chattel slavery which entails the crassest form of commercialism--the trade 

in human beings-and the opposite of Jeffersonian agrarianism, the market 

oriented plantation economy. 

Thomas Sutpen's innocence, as inferred from the above discussion, is 

religious in origin and nature even though Sutpen himself is "the secularized 

Puritan"(Brooks 302). He is, as Brooks points out, not "superstitious", which 

reflects the Zeitgeist of the Enlightenment of his age. And we definitely do 

not expect an American self-made man like Sutpen to be "traditional" in the 

sense that he, like the pre-Reformation Europeans, regards work as a 

necessary evil, or after the fashion of "wealth through virtue", though his 

Haitian rise does smack of a Horatio Alger tale. We may even call him 

"irreligious" because he observes Sabbath by taking whiskey under the 

scuppernong arbor and refuses to attend church except when driven by 

expediency (only three times in Jefferson, and maybe all his life). Apparent 

lack of religiosity, however, does not preclude him from endorsing all the 

major tenets of the region's religious orthodoxy. His earlier adolescent belief 

in fate or chance is clearly a secular understanding of predestination. After 

the traumatic rejection, he picks up the Frontier religious doctrine of 
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Arminianism or human autonomy in deciding one's own destiny. After 

adopting the Puritan work ethic, he probably outdoes the most hard-working 

Puritan. And he does not fail to do the most Puritan and Southern thing, i.e., 

to embrace wholeheartedly the Hamitic myth in justification and defense of 

white supremacy and racial purity. 

If Faulkner's use of the Hamitic myth is implicit in Light in August, 

depending on cultural literacy for its comprehension, he evokes it explicitly in 

Absolom, Absolom! as a cultural-religious point of reference for Sutpen's 

failure to accept his mulatto son's humanity and for the virulent relationship 

between whites and blacks at large. The allusion to the Hamitic myth 

appears twice. Taken together, the allusions constitute an ideological 

framework within which the white-Indian-black relationship is defined and 

understood. The first allusion in which the word "Ham" appears occurs in 

connection with Charles Bon's son, Etienne's arrival at Sutpen's Hundred. 

Etienne who looks white because of his mulatto parentage of mixed blood is 

perceived in his "harsh and shapeless denim cut to an iron pattern and sold 

by the millions-that burlesque uniform and regalia" as "the tragic burlesque 

of the sons of Ham"(196). As such, he is doomed to act out his destiny as a 

black man. Sleeping in a trundle bed between Judith's regular bed and 

Clytie's pallet on the floor, suggesting the hierarchical gradation of the 

Southern color-oriented caste system based on the white-black blood ratio one 

happens to carry in his or her body, Etienne is made aware of his black 
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identity even though nobody explicitly tells him so; made aware evidently, 

according to Mr. Compson, by 

the woman on the bed whose every look and action toward him, whose 

every touch of the capable hands seemed at the moment of touching 

his body to lose all warmth and become imbued with cold implacable 

antipathy, and the woman on the pallet...with that curious blend of 

savageness and pity, of yearning and hatred.(197-98) 

Etienne's rejection of both white and black communities, his defiance 

of the color code in marrying a full-blooded Negress, and his refusal to pass 

as a white man by going north as proposed by Judith and Mr. Compson, as 

well as his gesture of self-crucifixion, all indicate an re-enactment of the Joe 

Christmas story(198-209). As a result, no amount of expiation on the part of 

Judith can expunge the guilt from her own conscience or restore Etienne to 

innocence. It is against this backdrop, too, that Sutpen's stubborn refusal to 

recognize his mulatto son, Charles Bon, is comprehensible. It is no longer a 

matter of personal choice for Sutpen, but an issue of social conscience, an 

issue of whether or not to reject the society of which he is part, and to which 

he owes his fortune and being. Unless he is like Huckleberry Finn who is 

ready to go to hell for throwing his lot with a black, or like Isaac McCaslin 

who chooses self-isolation and self-alienation from his society for 

relinquishing his sin-stained heritage as a non-conformist, we cannot expect 

Sutpen to do otherwise. He is too much a conformist to reject the core of 
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values of his society. Just as he himself confesses, 

either I destroy my design with my own hand, which will happen if I 

am forced to play my last trump card, or do nothing, let matters take 

the course which I know they will take and see my design complete 

itself quite normally and naturally and successfully to the public eye, 

yet to my own in such fashion as to be a mockery and a betrayal of that 

little boy who approached that door fifty years ago and was turned 

away, for whose vindication the whole plan was conceived and carried 

forward to the moment of this choice.(274) 

Unlike the non-conformists, Huck and Ike, Sutpen's social conscience 

outweighs his concern with his personal design. He plays his "last trump 

card", and his Puritan white son, Henry, duly executes Bon to prevent 

miscegenation. Sutpen does this very religiously, because though he believes 

he can fool people by pretending that nothing has happened, thus allowing 

his design to "complete itself quite normally and naturally and successfully to 

the public eye", he knows he cannot fool his conscience and God if the 

children of Ham are under a divine curse. That boy symbol, we know, is no 

"absolute imperative", because before push comes to shove, Sutpen confides to 

General Compson that 

the boy-symbol at the door wasn't it because the boy-symbol was just 

the figment of the amazed and desperate child; that now he would take 

that boy in where he would never again need to stand on the outside of 
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a white door and knock at it: and not at all for mere shelter but so that 

that boy, that whatever nameless stranger, could shut that door 

himself forever behind him on all that he had ever known. (261) 

But not with a mulatto, even if that mulatto is his own son. It is not just that 

a mulatto has no claim to his father, not even just the purity of "Southern 

womanhood that would become and remain the touchstone of white racism" 

(Sundquist 109) that is at stake, it is more profoundly a concern with the 

very preservation of the white race. Peterson, Wood and Sundquist all have 

discussed the etymology of the word "mulatto", which originates from the 

word "mule", therefore, according to the racist interpretation, signifying 

physical enervation and mental retardation, leading eventually to sterility. 

Coupled with the belief that God punishes sins to the third and fourth 

generations, the sin of miscegenation constitutes a powerful discourse of 

retributive justice, powerful enough to make Faulkner, according to 

Sundquist, "seek recourse in the figure of physiological degeneration in order 

to describe the dilemma of Jim Bond, the fourth-generation descendant in 

Absolom, Absolom\ of his family's 'original sin"'(H0). Thus, "[t]he South was 

destroying its own design by sinning against God's design"(Sundquist 110), 

because it "violated one of God's basic laws against miscegenation"(Peterson 

78). Sutpen, always bitter about the miscegenative marriage he unwittingly 

enters "in good faith", is portrayed therefore as almost singlehandedly 

defending the South's most cherished code of honor sanctioned by its religious 
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culture. 

As if to symbolically enact the whole Hamitic myth in its major detail, 

Faulkner allows Sutpen to usurp the yellow men's tent (supposedly Shem's 

descendants and the ten lost tribes of Israel) by cheating from the hands of 

old Ikkemotubbe's Chickasaw Indians "a hundred square miles of some of the 

best virgin bottom land in the country"(34). Therefore, by dispossessing the 

Indians and enslaving the blacks, Sutpen as a descendant of Japheth 

achieves his manifest destiny the Bible supposedly promised God's Chosen 

People. How much Sutpen's case is representative of the big picture of the 

South is mirrored by the entire history of the European colonialist conquest 

of America. 

Not only does the Hamitic myth regulate the relationship between 

black slaves and their white masters, the planters, it sets the norm for 

relations between the blacks and the poor whites who do not own slaves. The 

black--poor white relationship is an important feature of Southern life 

depicted by Faulkner in Absolom, Absoloml. We know the pivotal image of 

the Sutpen story involves a black house servant turning the poor boy Sutpen 

away from the plantation house, an insult made all the more poignant by the 

fact that it comes from a "monkey nigger." That blacks are trained to turn 

away shiftless poor whites or even look down upon them often blurs the 

contradiction between rich white planters and "poor white trash" while 

sharpening the confrontation between poor whites and blacks. This racial 
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conflict between poor whites and blacks helps divert the attention of the 

exploited and the down-trodden poor whites and blacks alike from the real 

cause of their common problems, thus keeping intact the ruling structure of 

the Southern plantation society. With the gospel of racism represented by 

the widely accepted Hamitic myth very much in the air, the poor whites' 

resentment of blacks for economic reasons and supposed lasciviousness, 

escalates to hostility as soon as blacks are perceived to be arrogant or treated 

better than they deserve. Despite the common economic fate that should 

bind them together at least in sympathy, because the poor whites' cabins 

"nimbused with freedom's bright aura, which the slave quarters were not for 

all their sound roofs and whitewash"(228) are probably the only difference 

marking off the poor whites from the black slaves; the mentality of white 

supremacy is easily instigated to keep "the niggers" in their proper place. 

This is probably the very mentality behind Pap Sutpen's "fierce exultation, 

vindication" when he shouts, "We whupped one of Pettibone's niggers 

tonight"(231), or young Sutpen's "throwing vain clods of dirt after the dust" of 

the speeding carriage driven by a black(231). How much of this "nigger-

bashing" and ego-boosting is sanctioned by religious belief is best revealed by 

what Mr. Compson believes the prototypical poor white trash, Wash Jones, 

must be thinking upon watching "the fine figure of the man" Sutpen "on the 

black stallion", 

and Father said how for that moment Wash's heart would be quiet and 
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proud both and that maybe it would seem to him that this world where 

niggers, that the Bible said had been created and cursed by God to be 

brute and vassal to all men of white skin (Italics mine), were better 

found and housed and even clothed than he and his granddaughter--

that this world where he walked always in mocking and jeering echoes 

of nigger laughter, was just a dream and an illusion and that the 

actual world was the one where his own lonely apotheosis...galloped on 

the back of the thoroughbred. (282) 

This animosity toward blacks and the gratification that they are after all 

subject to white subordination is probably the reason behind the poor whites' 

identification with, and support of, the Southern defense of slavery. And, as 

we know now, the Hamitic myth plays a vital ideological role in the adhesion 

of Caucasians, rich and poor alike, because the divine sanction of slavery 

varnishes the Southern cause with the glorious hue of a crusade. Likewise, it 

explains, at least partially, the nativist sentiments that gave rise to the Ku 

Klux Klan. Whatever historical circumstances under which the Hamitic 

myth flourished, the very presence and prosperity of the myth suggest how 

Scriptures could be abused by a literalist and typological interpretation 

which is the heritage of Puritanism. 

The rise and fall of Sutpen, a product of the gospel of success and the 

gospel of racism, as inferred from this analysis, thus calls into question some 

of the basic assumptions about America, its myth of the New World Garden, 
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its myth of innocence and success predicated on the Puritan work ethic and 

its myth of the American dream. It is really hard to separate one myth from 

another because they are interrelated and interlocked. Perhaps both 

together are best referred to as the American myth, as Bercovitch calls it. 

Faulkner's greatness, therefore, does not consist in its Southernness, but first 

and foremost in its Americanness. Its Southernness lies in its critique of the 

Southern peculiar institution of chattel slavery and of how the colored people 

are excluded from participation in that myth-making. Charles Bon and his 

son Etienne de St. Valery are depicted as equally fitting the qualifications of 

Adamic figures as described by R. W. B. Lewis, but they definitely do not 

belong to "the Party of Hope"(Lewis) simply because of their color, or rather 

their "drop of black blood." Their desperate attempt to seek recognition from 

their own family and their inevitable rejection betray a curse not so much 

biblical as mythological, arbitrarily woven to keep the colored people in 

subjugation and this in a land of Enlightenment ideals. By challenging the 

assumptions most cherished by Americans, Faulkner presents us with what 

Lewis P. Simpson terms "the abortive New World man" who "might seek to 

bring the utilitarian and the romantic into a creative synthesis" (170-71). 

In The Burden of Southern History, C. Vann Woodward claims, 

The experience of evil and the experience of tragedy are parts of the 

Southern heritage that are as difficult to reconcile with the American 

legend of innocence and social felicity as the experience of poverty and 
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defeat are to reconcile with the legends of abundance and success"(21). 

Incredible as it may seem, however, Quentin Compson, the center of 

Absolom,_Absolom\'s narrative and historical consciousness, has accomplished 

just this reconciliation, because the identifying features of the American and 

the Southerner are not mutually exclusive. In the words of Matthew Roberts 

Martin, Absolom, Absoloml "conflate[s] two of the most powerful myths in 

American culture, the two myths of innocence--the old South vision of an 

Edenic past and the American dream of self-creation--and in doing so bring[s] 

face to face the opposing yearnings which each myth fills and make obvious 

the fundamental incompatibility between the two"(27-28). By giving "shape 

to the tensions in being Southern and American at the same time," it 

"culminate [s] in the fictive collapse of the two myths that helped keep those 

tensions at bay" (27-28). While the Southern guilt, poverty and defeat are 

the price South has to pay for adopting the system of slavery, American 

wealth and success can hardly be associated with innocence. It is this 

reconciliation, rather than his despair of his beloved South alone, that has 

driven Quentin to suicide. His tragic end results more from a disillusionment 

with the ambiguity of the American myth as a whole than from his 

ambivalence toward the Southern myth alone. Otherwise, he probably would 

have taken Miss Rosa's advice by staying in the North to join the literary 

crowd at Greenwich Village. But the crassness of American materialism 

manifested in both North and South must have made him agree with Wash 
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Jones that there is no more place for him to run to than to run from. The 

brittle dream of innocence spawned by the American myth is bound to kill 

him as the fragile conscience generated by Puritanism kills Goodhue 

Coldfield. Quentin's cry of "I don't hate it! I don't hate it!"(378) is therefore as 

outrageously dubious an outcry as Coldfield's professed hatred of the country 

which imbues him with the agonizing Puritan paradox of practicality and 

inhibition. Both of them are tragic victims of the American Puritan dilemma. 
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Notes 

1 This is probably part fiction and part fact. Matthew Roberts Martin 

in his dissertation "The Frontier Plantation: Failed Inocence in Gone with the 

Wind and Absolom, Absolom!" (University of Virginia, 1994) sees "[t]his 

fierce combination of community and individualism" as "Faulkner's own 

version of the American dream" (268). But Grady McWhiney in Cracker 

Culture: Celtic Ways in the Old South argues for a factual Celtic influence on 

the subculture of the Appalachian region, bound by egalitarianism and 

unaffected by the Puritan work ethic. 

2 Sutpen expects pettibone, the planter, to show him around the 

plantation house just as a hunter in the mountain is glad to show him the 

rifle, which is the hunter's pride. The rifle analogy becomes a reference point 

for Sutpen, because that is the only way he can relate to other people. 

3 Brooks calls Sutpen a " 'planner' who works by blueprint and on a 

schedule. He is rationalistic and scientific"(306). 

4 Vanderwerken may not realise how precisely he hits the mark by 

evoking Mao's five-year-plan. The mental picture of Sutpen's blazing kiln and 

year-round construction is spiritually and physically akin to the ceaseless 

fervor and toil during the Great Leap Forward years. 
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5 It may be interesting to note the parallel between Sutpen and Gatsby 

again, since both of them have shiftless fathers and both achieve their 

ambition of success by following a prescribed list of Franklinesque virtues. 

The only difference is, while Gatsby's list is explicit, Sutpen's is implicit. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE SOUND AND THE FURY: "WHEN I'VE TRIED 

SO HARD TO RAISE THEM CHRISTIANS." 

At the end of last chapter, I related Quentin's suicide to his conjectural 

account of the Sutpen story on the basis of his historical witness and 

emotional response. However justified that conclusion may be, it is far from 

adequate to establish more than circumstantial evidence for the motive of his 

suicide. In The Sound and the Fury we are able to unravel the mystery 

surrounding Quentin's decision to take his own life. 

Unlike Light In August and Absolom, Absolom\, the scope of action for 

The Sound and the Fury is much narrower since it revolves primarily around 

the Compson brothers' reaction to their sister's sexual promiscuity. Because 

of this delimitation, we are inclined to overlook the forest for the trees, 

meaning we treat the Compsons more as individual aberrations from, rather 

than exempla of, a social norm, thus losing sight of the larger social and 

cultural contexts within which the abnormality of the Compsons has taken 

shape. 

Cleanth Brooks argues that The Sound and the Fury is a family 

tragedy of universal appeal with the cause of its downfall embedded in "the 

cold and self-centered mother"(66), Mrs. Compson, rather than a tale 
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dramatizing the collapse of the Southern aristocracy in particular and the 

demise of the old South in general.1 I would like to call into question 

Brooks's assumption that since it is a tragedy of family disintegration it has 

little to do with the collapse of a society. I find it hard to accept the 

irreconcilability of the two since the fall of a family does often mirror the 

demise of a society, especially in a Southern setting with a declining 

patrician family. "In the decades after the Civil War", Francis Simpkins says 

in A History of the South, "the family was the core of Southern society; 

within its bound everything worthwhile took place"(388). If Faulkner uses 

the Sutpen saga to tell us the story of the fall of the Old South, since "the 

plantation is the South writ small and the South is the plantation writ large" 

(Edgar Thompson 458), so he employs the Compson family in The Sound and 

the Fury to show us not only how the cultural values of the Old South fall 

into obsolescence, but also the pangs accompanying the birth of the New 

South. Whether or not suicides of Quentin's sort actually occurred in the 

South, though the death of W. J. Cash immediately comes to mind, really 

matter little once we realize not only Quentin, but the whole Compson 

household is employed symbolically as well as historically and realistically to 

project the author's understanding and conception of the Old South in 

transition. 

In this chapter, therefore, I argue that the fall of the Compson house 

epitomizes the South's fall from the garden of Edenic innocence and 
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dramatizes the dilemma of Puritanism resulting from the tension between 

religious idealism and economic reality. Since the South as the Garden of 

Eden and the association of Southern plantation culture with chivalry and 

the code of honor are cultural beliefs popularly held in the South, by exposing 

the mythical nature of the Old South as "the joint product of chivalry and 

Christianity" (Thomas Nelson Page qtd by Gerster and Cords 77), Faulkner 

challenges the idea of the Old South as "a model social order"(77). He 

achieves this by putting the family relationships of the Compsons in both 

domestic and communal perspectives. 

From Jean Paul Sartre on, critics have been intrigued by the Compson 

brothers' stubborn resistance to, or revulsion against, time. In the case of 

Benjy2 and Quentin, it is clinging to a fixated past time; with Jason, it is 

trying desperately to beat a real or imagined future deadline by racing 

against time endlessly. Time as history is the Compson brothers' sworn 

enemy, because, unless invested with meaning and controlled by artificial 

defense mechanisms, the Compson brothers construe it as a jumbled 

sequence of events and human frenzy "full of sound and fury, signifying 

nothing." In other words, history devoid of the comforting mythical 

conceptualization is too painful to be confronted. For the South in general 

and the Compson brothers in particular, "no history is a matter of record; it is 

a matter of faith"(James Branch Cabell 74). This rejection of history in favor 

of myth lies, therefore, at the roots of the Compson brothers' problems. 
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The central image around which the story revolves, according to 

Faulkner, is Caddy perching on a pear tree, trying to find out what is 

happening inside the house by looking into a window with other children 

looking up at her beneath the tree only to see the muddy bottom of her 

drawers. This highly symbolical scene constitutes, according to Stephen M. 

Ross and Noel Polk, "Faulkner's replication of the Garden of Eden" with 

the snake that crawls out from under the house...the fact that it is a 

pear tree which Caddy climbs and which Miss Quentin will eventually 

climb down to escape from the house to her sexual liaisons, the fact 

that Caddy is here climbing the tree to discover death through the 

window, and the fact that Dilsey refers to the disobedient Caddy in the 

tree as "Satan".(26) 

Out of this lush symbolism and imagery of Eden arises one of the 

South's as well as America's most favorite myths--the myth of the New World 

Garden of Edenic innocence. In her dissertation "The American Eve: Gender, 

Tragedy, and the American Dream," Kim Martin Long argues that the New 

World Garden is a masculine garden without the sinful Eve, because the 

American Adam tries to keep the garden free of sin by excluding Eve or, 

failing that, by subjecting her to patriarchal control. This mythical mode of 

thinking betrays what Sykes calls "the self-deluding nature of Puritanism" 

(Sykes 5), because it assumes the possibility of perfection and an "sinless 

existence," which contradicts one of the basic tenets of Puritanism itself: "In 
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Adam's Fall sinned we all." But since the logic of Puritanism attributes 

Adam's fall conveniently to Eve, there automatically will arise a sinless Eden 

so long as Eve is excluded from it. In The Sound_and the Fury, however, 

when Caddy as Eve defies the Southern Puritan mores by asserting herself in 

terms of love and sexuality, the Southern garden of Edenic innocence is 

doomed for the Compson brothers who, according to Constance Hill Hall, 

"merge to form one composite man, a kind of Compson Adam"(37). Their 

"American dream has failed because Eve will not disappear or fit into her 

American Adam's mold" (Long 20). 

Actually, Caddy in her muddy drawers perching on the tree 

foreshadows and encapsulates her brothers' later reactions to her, because 

those muddy drawers symbolize for Benjy the loss of a protective mother, for 

Quentin the loss of her virginity, and for Jason bitchery. Varied as the 

reactions may be, they originate actually from one source--the Puritan views 

of woman in Faulkner's Southern society which either regards woman as an 

asexual mother, a virtuous lady or a wanton whore. Those views are 

represented precisely by Benjy, Quentin and Jason respectively. In other 

words, for the Southern Puritans, "femininity means either lust or a limp 

asexual passivity"(Sykes 75). 

We never know exactly how Benjy with his three-year-old intellect 

internalizes the complexity of the Puritan view of women as life-giver and 

nurturer yet without sexuality. In the Benjy section of the Compson story, 
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we know Mrs. Compson is embarrassed by Benjy's mental retardation and 

even changes his name from Maury to Benjy to avoid any association of Benjy 

with his namesake, Maury Bascomb, who is Mrs. Compson's own brother. In 

the words of Michael H. Cowan, Mrs. Compson "indulges in a travesty of 

Puritan typology when she renames her youngest son after the Old 

Testament Benjamin in order to fulfil her histrionic sense of a curse on the 

house of Compson and, especially, on herself'(7). The hypochondriac Mrs. 

Compson surrenders her duty as a mother to Dilsey by withdrawing and 

confining herself to her own bedroom most of the time. She is aroused from 

her sick-bed only to upbraid Dilsey for not keeping Benjy quiet in the house. 

But Benjy has developed a bond of attachment to Caddy and a 

companionship that goes far beyond the usual relationship of siblings. 

Actually, Caddy has to keep him company by sleeping with him in the same 

bed even when they are teenagers. When in a burst of self-pity Mrs. 

Compson calls Benjy "[m]y poor baby," Caddy comforts Benjy by telling him 

"You're not a poor baby. Are you. You've got your Caddy. Haven't you got 

your Caddy"(SF 8). By showing unselfish and loving concern for Benjy, 

always protecting him, caring for him and uncomplainingly enduring him, 

Caddy acts more like a mother than a sister to Benjy. Benjy feels this and 

reciprocates Caddy's affection with the kind of devotion and trust only a son 

displays to his mother. It is no exaggeration that critics call Caddy Benjy's 

surrogate mother. In the Puritan culture, however, mothers are not 
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associated with sexuality which is deemed threatening to family stability and 

the children's morals. It is as Victorian as it is Puritan for mothers to abhor 

any sign of sexuality on the part of both parents and children. Sexual 

decorum before children is strictly observed, creating in the children the 

impression that their parents live sinless, asexual lives.3 No wonder 

Quentin, seeing his mother, an asexual Southern lady, as the normal 

standard of behavior, should react so strongly and obsessively against 

Caddy's sexual maturation. Benjy's revulsion from his sister's sexuality, 

however, may be explained more by the sense of insecurity the intrusion of a 

third party entails. This third party, though a stranger, seems on intimate 

terms with his loving and caring sister and is perceived unwittingly but 

rightly as a rival for his sister-mother's affections. Unlike Quentin's 

preoccupation with Caddy as embodiment of abstract notions of honor and 

virginity, Benjy associates his sister with concrete perceptions of warmth and 

security which explain why he is comforted by fire, the slipper and the 

cushion--things Benjy closely associates with Caddy. It is apt for Benjy to 

associate Caddy with images of nature since he is capable only of reacting to 

images of concrete objects and people. "Caddy smells like trees" is the most 

frequent evocation in Benjy's narrative. However, the trees with which 

Caddy is associated are resonant with Biblical overtones. They include the 

tree of forbidden knowledge as well as the tree of life. Symbolically, Caddy is 

the tree on which Quentin is going to crucify himself. Benjy, on the other 
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hand, embraces Caddy as the tree of life because of her life-sustaining 

beneficence, but rejects her as the tree of forbidden knowledge because of her 

threat to his innocence that brings about his paradise lost. Following the 

irrevocable loss of Caddy's chastity, Benjy's pasture, his only physical 

approximation to a paradise, is gone, too, sold to a golf club to finance 

Quentin's one year education at Harvard. Thus Benjy's paradise vanishes on 

both the physical and the emotional planes. But it remains stubbornly in his 

spirit and consciousness just as the mythical Garden of Edenic innocence is 

still kept alive in America's self-conception. Benjy, for whatever reason 

Faulkner assigns him, refuses to grow up, and therefore represents the 

mythical world of human childhood. It is on the basis of this mythical 

consciousness that the American and Southern Garden of Edenic innocence 

securely rests. Does Faulkner suggest through Benjy that it is infantile and 

half-witted to entertain such unrealistic and unhistorical fixations with a lost 

mythical world? The answer appears to be affirmative. 

Brooks rightly regards Quentin as one of "Faulkner's many 

Puritans"(66). However, he seeks no further beyond seeing Quentin as a 

victim of his "hypochondriac, whining mother"(66). But unless we tow the 

Puritan line of seeing women as the curse, the source of men's troubles and 

problems, we should make a distinction between Mrs. Compson as a 

scapegoat responsible for the disintegration of the Compson family and Mrs. 

Compson as equally a victim of a larger Southern Puritan culture. In the 
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final analysis, Mrs. Compson derives her power to exert life-denying 

influence on her children from the Southern Puritan culture which assigned 

to mothers the role of guiding and guarding their children's spiritual and 

moral growth in Puritan terms. After all, as Mr. Compson rightly, though 

cynically, points out, men, not women, invented the social and sexual mores 

such as female virginity(SF 96). Moreover, though the Hamitic myth is never 

explicitly articulated in The Sound and the Fury, we perceive its presence 

nevertheless as the ideological background. Both Quentin and Jason 

associate the promiscuity of Caddy and her daughter with black female 

sexuality, accusing them of sneaking like "a nigger wench"(234) "in the 

pasture, the ditches the dark woods hot hidden furious in the dark 

woods"(114). This Hamitic myth about black lust and the curse of slavery it 

entails is probably the most elaborate cultural invention the white men 

concocted. According to Nell Irvin Painter, "This association of sex and race 

spiced with sin endured into the turn of the twentieth century" (Bartley 49). 

On a deeper level, the Compson brothers' revulsion against Caddy's and Miss 

Quentin's promiscuity carries with it a deep-seated Southern fear of 

miscegenation. Or according to John Sykes, 

Her (Caddy's) tragedy is the result of a role reversal in which she tries 

to bring into the white woman's world the sexual passion and maternal 

nurture assigned to the black woman.(23) 
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Powerless before patriarchal hegemony, women suffer more from the 

consequences of having to adhere to a male ideology based on cultural 

indoctrination of women by men. Instead of revolting against the male-

dominated culture, women are more often compelled to become instruments 

of men in suppressing other women who dare to rebel. In the Chinese classic 

novel about social manners, The Dream of the Red Chamber, by Cao Xue-qin, 

commenting on the cruelty older women inflict on the young ones, the 

protagonist observes to the effect that when a woman marries and adopts the 

ways of men, she loses her pristine simplicity and intuitive sympathy by 

becoming more odious than men in her attitudes towards, and treatment of, 

other women. The same can be said of Mrs. Compson who is so committed to 

the patriarchal South's code of honor and its ideal of ladyhood that she can no 

longer empathize with her own daughter. Upon learning of Caddy's initial 

sexual experiment, for example, she dresses herself in black as if in mourning 

and laments that "her little daughter was dead"(286). Mrs. Compson is the 

motivating force for Caddy's ostracism. 

Mr. Compson, on the other hand, hard as he tries to counterbalance 

Mrs. Compson's Puritanical influence on Quentin by explaining Mrs. 

Compson's reaction to Caddy's loss of virginity as concern with the facade of 

respectability (morality) rather than with sin or evil(SF 126), succeeds only 

in entrenching Quentin further in his Puritan misogyny: the association of 

women with "evil, instinct, mystery, filth, and suspicion"(Ross/Polk 74). 
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"[W]omen are like that", Quentin in his reverie quotes Mr. Compson as 

saying, "...they have an affinity for evil for supplying whatever the evil lacks 

in itself for drawing it about them instinctively as you do bedclothing in 

slumber fertilising the mind for it until the evil has served its purpose 

whether it ever existed or no "(SF119) 

Given Quentin's disposition for fastidious perfectionism, a personality 

trait he evidently inherits from his mother, Mr. Compson's misogyny serves 

only to strengthen Quentin's resolve to isolate Caddy from "the loud 

world"(220) "beyond the clean flame" of hell(144) where all the female 

"affinity for evil"(119) along with her "liquid putrefaction" and "periodical 

filth"(159) will be cleansed. He resents not only female sexuality, but his own 

male sexuality, deeming them as unsettling threats to his childhood 

innocence and the Southern Garden of Edenic innocence as a whole. 

Reflecting on a story about a man's self-castration, he muses that it does not 

satisfy him just to get castrated, it would be best if there had not been human 

sexuality in the first place so that "then I could say 0 That That's Chinese I 

dont know Chinese"(SF 143). 

The threat of human sexuality, "the predominant symbol of his fallen 

nature"(Douglas and Daniel 43), to the Southern Garden of Edenic innocence 

finds expression also in other such Southern personages as Gerald Bland and 

Spoade who are Quentin's fellow Harvard students. What strikes Quentin 

about them is their shameless exploitation of women in their sexual 
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adventures. Yet their fooling around and promiscuity are esteemed as the 

norm while they view askance as a perversion Quentin's quixotic crusade in 

defense of women and their honor. Spoade, who sees Quentin as an 

anachronism, makes it a practice to deride Quentin on every occasion, first 

calling Shreve his husband(96) because of Quentin's refusal to chase women 

as the others do, then insinuating against him as kidnapper of a "little dirty 

girl" because of Quentin's attempt to help her(181), culminating in labeling 

him "the champion of dames" who "excite[s] not only admiration but horror" 

because Quentin tries to stop Gerald Bland from saying humiliating things 

about women(207). 

Quentin thus encapsulates the Puritan conscience in confrontation 

with a fallen world. Rather than transforming society by cleansing the world 

of impurities as the proto-Puritan would have done, Quentin, like Gail 

Hightower and Ike McCaslin, adopts an escapist policy by withdrawing from 

society into the private world of personal morality. But Quentin goes further. 

He would rather commit suicide than be reconciled with reality, the human 

reality of temporality and decay, as Mr. Compson calls it. But to give 

Quentin his due, he does not give up without a fight. He has fought literally 

every "blackguard" who has tried to steal his sister's, and other women's, 

honor. Like Quixote, he invariably gets beaten, because crass physical 

reality proves too tough for his world of ideality. To uphold any code of honor 

takes masculine bravery and prowess, which are pathetically lacking in 
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Quentin. That is probably why he is simultaneously repulsed and fascinated 

by Dalton Ames and Gerald Bland, his two major antagonists, whose athletic 

feats and cowboy dash appeal ironically to the self-image of his own romantic 

imagination. Compared with the worldly sophistication of Dalton Ames and 

the dashing urbanity of Gerald Bland, Quentin is "just a country boy" indeed 

(178). Those qualities of Ames and Bland, worldly and corrupt as they may 

be, turn out to be exactly the qualities which seduce women, Caddy included. 

Hence the dilemma for Quentin in particular and Southern Puritanism 

as a whole. To be free of the sins of the world, one has to remain innocent by 

refraining from forbidden knowledge. The Compsons exclude their children 

from the knowledge of sex and the reality of death, hoping that, by so doing, 

they can keep their children in a prelapsarian innocence. But the Southern 

Garden of Eden at the turn of the twentieth century is likewise populated by 

eternal Adams and Eves whose proclivity to sinful knowledge can only be 

intensified and augmented by the "machine in the Garden" with everything 

that it has to offer, from the first car in Jefferson that Caddy gets from 

Herbert Head as a wedding gift to condoms discarded in the branch. As 

though this were not enough, the South is swarming with sexual adventurers 

like Dalton Ames and later on the circus showman in Jason's section and 

dubious financial opportunists like Herbert Head and Jason Compson IV, to 

say nothing of the emerging Snopes clan who will soon take over the New 

South. Despite the stubborn resistance of the later Agrarian fugitives, 
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defenders of the mythical South like Quentin who are embattling the 

commercial evils of Northern industrialism and the corroding skeptical 

influence of Modernism represented by Mr. Compson's sarcastic attack on 

religious orthodoxy4 are already making the discovery that they have to fight 

the battle on their opponents' terms. In this regard, however, as one can 

expect, Quentin is poorly equipped as the result of the conservative nature of 

Southern Puritanism. Quentin's fantasy about self-castration therefore 

mirrors precisely the Southern Fundamentalist impotence to cope with the 

social, economic and religious ramifications of Modernism. 

Whatever rearguard action Quentin takes single-handedly with the 

changing world revolves around his sister's loss of virginity and hence her fall 

from innocence. Like Benjy's attachment to Caddy, Quentin's results also 

from Mrs. Compson's failure as a mother. In "a dysfunctional family" in 

which the parents are preoccupied with their own problems, Vanderwerken 

points out, the Compson children are left to "parent themselves" with 

Quentin playing the role of father at the age of nine and Caddy the role of 

mother at seven(51). This peculiar relationship spawned by strange 

circumstances may account for the idea of incest Quentin has come up with. 

A conformist to the Southern mores, Quentin absorbs the Puritan concepts of 

sin and punishment, the Southern ideal of ladyhood and the aristocratic code 

of honor through internalizing both the precepts and examples of Mrs. 

Compson and his uncle Maury who, though a weakling, clamorously cries out 
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for a duel with Mr. Patterson when caught in a liaison with Mrs. Patterson. 

Mrs. Compson, for example, is very formal with her children, forbidding them 

to address one another by their nicknames, because "[n]icknames are vulgar. 

Only common people use them"(78). And Quentin is the only child who takes 

seriously his mother's admonition: "Mother said not to call him Benjy, 

Quentin said" (81). She also forbids Caddy to carry Benjy because that is not 

lady-like: "All our women have prided themselves on their carriage. Do you 

want to look like a washerwoman"(77). Within this context, Joan Williams' 

defence of Mrs. Compson is justifiable, because Mrs. Compson does make an 

effort to perform her duty as a mother.5 There is no lack of Mrs. Compson's 

remembered or recorded discourses and instructions in all four chapters. But 

she is a failure after all, because she seldom if ever shows any genuine 

concern for her children's emotional and psychological wellbeing other than 

whining and complaining-usually about her own plight. She never says 

anything warm and positive about anyone around her. Even the partiality 

she shows to Jason has to be couched in terms that are designed to hurt Mr. 

Compson and abuse the other children. In a household full of verbal violence, 

small wonder the male children have turned neurotic incapable of healthy 

love and the female children have sought psychological and emotional outlets 

in nymphomania. In a passage reminiscent of John 9:2,6 Mrs. Compson 

draws a parallel between Benjy born handicapped and inherited sin, and 

even more absurdly between Benjy's congenital defect and her "putting aside 
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[her] pride and marrying a man who held himself above [her]" (127), thus 

conveniently shifting what she considers her shame to Mr. Compson's lack of 

regard for her as a lady. The class-conscious Mrs. Compson jealously guards 

her self-image as a lady. According to her definition of a virtuous woman, 

"there is no halfway ground that a woman is either a lady or not"(127). In 

Jason's section, it is revealed that she cares so much about her plumes and 

her reputation as a lady that she chooses to live a cloistered life as though in 

a convent completely cut off from the contamination of the world. 

"Yes," Mother says, "I suppose women who stay shut up like I do have 

no idea what goes on in this town." 

"Yes," I says, "they dont." 

"My life has been so different from that," Mother says. "Thank God I 

dont know about such wickedness. I dont even want to know about it. 

I'm not like most people."(323) 

In almost every way, Mrs. Compson tries to fit in with the image of the 

Bible-reading lady Southern Puritanism exacts in its cultural expectations of 

women. Like Joanna Burden in her self-alienation, Mrs. Compson epitomizes, 

too, the Puritan aversion to "normal and healthy sins", opting for the polarity 

of woman either as a lady or a bitch. Against this family background of Mrs. 

Compson's class-consciousness and the cultural background of Puritan norm 

for women, we can better understand Quentin's anguish over his sister's 

disgrace. Because so much depends on the virginity of a woman to qualify for 



163 

the Southern ladyhood, no wonder Quentin sets so much store by Caddy's 

"minute fragile membrane of her maidenhead as a miniature replica of all the 

whole globy earth may be poised on the nose of a trained seal"(411). In other 

words, on Caddy's virginity hinges the existence of the entire universe for 

Quentin. Since his life revolves so indispensably around Caddy's virginity, it 

logically leads him to self-destruction when Caddy's virginity is irretrievably 

lost. In a last desperate attempt, Quentin tries to cover up the hard fact of 

Caddy's promiscuity by lying to his father that Caddy's loss of virginity 

results from his incest with her. By so doing, he hopes to take upon himself 

all the responsibilities and consequences of Caddy's ignominy in a gesture of 

Christ's substitutionary sacrifice so as to crucify all Caddy's sins on his 

(Quentin's) corporeal cross. He is so much in love with the Puritan notion of 

virginity and the "presbyterian concept of its eternal punishment"(411) that 

he is fascinated by the fantasy of him and Caddy locked up together "beyond 

the clean flame" of hell in a stasis of permanence and timelessness, in which 

"he could guard her forever and keep her forever more intact"(411). Refusing 

to admit the temporality of his feelings, he takes a radical course by choosing 

a permanent solution for what Mr. Compson would call a temporary problem. 

Thus Quentin's self-destruction embodies Puritan self-delusion. It 

demonstrates eloquently how, by virtue of rhetoric, myth can be easily 

confused with, or deliberately passed for, history. In the words of Quentin 

himself while commenting on some children's fantasy of wish-fulfillment, 
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They all talked at once, their voices insistent and contradictory and 

impatient, making of unreality a possibility, then a probability, then an 

incontrovertible fact, as people will when their desires become words. 

(145) 

Faulkner pinpoints here the underlying epistemology of Puritanism and the 

American myth. A recapitulation of the American myth is probably not 

uncalled-for as an illustration. The English Puritans fled Europe to settle 

the New World, which they believed they obtained by divine right simply 

because in their hearts' desire they wished to become a New Israel. By 

drawing a typological parallel between their migration and that of the 

ancient Israel, they believed they had cleansed their sins through the 

baptismal crossing of the Atlantic, thus entering a New Canaan and New 

Garden of Eden as the American Adam, the Second Adam charged with the 

mission of redeeming the whole fallen world. Though this myth is very much 

an unreality because it contradicts the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity, 

they insist out of impatience that the possibility is there so long as the 

American Adam was given a second chance to remedy the disastrous 

fumbling of the Old World, and so long as the American Eve was excluded 

from, or kept under control in, the New Eden. The impossibility of a 

prelapsarian Garden of Edenic innocence therefore became a probability and 

then "an incontrovertible fact" in the messianic American Era after 

Independence and the Enlightenment, let alone the miraculous material 
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progress of the Industrial Age. If the commercialism spawned by industrial 

capitalism spoiled the Garden with its cacophanous machine, the agrarian 

South and the ceaselessly unfurling West offered fresh alternatives that 

allowed the American Adam always to start over again. Whether this dream 

was realized for the American Adam at the expense of black people or the 

American Eve and her children was of little importance since they were 

foreordained in the divine plan to be obedient servants and helpmate. This, 

in the Puritan view, was such "an incontrovertible fact" that anyone who took 

issue with it might be regarded as either a Satan or an infidel. Faulkner, by 

exposing the Puritan myth-making process as a childish game, thus 

discounts the romantic idealism represented by Quentin individually and the 

underlying Puritanism of the American culture collectively. 

Faulkner's castigation of Puritanism reveals his personal sympathy 

with Caddy whom he variously refers to as "the sister [he] never had", "the 

beautiful one," and "the daughter Pie] lost."7 Actually, Caddy's treatment at 

the hands of each character becomes the litmus test and a measure by which 

their humanity is gauged. On a scale of one to six with one being the most 

human and six being the least human, the humanity demonstrated by the six 

major characters are as follows: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Dilsey Mr. Compson Benjy Quentin Mrs. Compson Jason 
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This ranking may prove debatable, but it is unnecessary to go over here the 

process by which I have arrived at this evaluation. Suffice it to say that 

whatever assessment of the characters' humanity one makes, I believe 

it will end up with Jason as the worst. 

Nell Irvin Painter in "^Social Equality,' Miscegenation, Labor, and 

Power" contends that "The slave South, like all other slave societies, 

cloistered women of the master class, elevating the mistress/virgin and 

simultaneously debasing the slave/whore" (Bartley 49). If, inheriting the 

mantle of the Old South in regard to women, Quentin tries to protect his 

sister's honor by holding her to the standard of a Southern lady, Jason 

dismisses her as a whore and slave whom he can conveniently exploit 

financially. It has become for Jason almost an article of faith to see Caddy as 

a "scapegoat for all" his "problems and ills" if not the world's(Long 163), the 

fallen Eve that has caused his paradise of imagined ease and comfort to 

vanish. His frequent reversion to the work motif is closely associated with 

Caddy's fall--her lost virginity and therefore failed marriage to Herbert Head-

-reminding us of the plight of the archetypal Adam after Eve's sin and their 

exile from the Garden: "Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful 

toil you will eat of it all the days of your life...By the sweat of your brow you 

will eat your food until you return to the ground"(NIV, Gen. 17, 19). 

However, Jason bears a long and hard grudge against Caddy not so 

much because Caddy has lost her virginity before marriage-he has no use for 
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the Compson code of honor anyway--but because Caddy's marital failure has 

cost him his opportunity to work at Herbert Head's bank. Rationalistic and 

practical as he believes himself to be, he suffers from the same self-delusion 

as his brother, Quentin, when translating in his mind a mere "possibility" 

into "an incontrovertible fact." On the basis of this thwarted opportunity, 

Jason justifies his appropriation of Caddy's monthly remittance for the 

support of her daughter, Miss Quentin, who is reared in the Compson 

household. He believes this appropriation his legitimate compensation from 

Caddy for ruining his opportunity of a bank career. His scheming 

manipulation of his mother and his niece to get Caddy's checks or money 

orders endorsed, however, betrays his conduct to be nothing but stealing. 

Not only does he blame women for his problems, he also makes "the 

eastern jews" and "any damn foreigner"(239) the scapegoat for what goes 

wrong in his stock speculation, revealing his greed for quick wealth yet his 

racist game of blaming the immigrants for not being able to make it. 

However, his Puritan aversion to recreation and leisure is his pet peeve. He 

never understands what pleasure it gives the golf players for "knocking a 

damn oversize mothball around"(232). Nor can he endorse the circus show 

that comes to Jefferson to give the performance. For many people, both black 

and white, it is an occasion for some fun and relaxation, a good opportunity to 

relieve the monotony of farm and small town life and a break from their hard 

work. "Let them spend a little money on a show now and then. A hill farmer 
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works pretty hard and gets mighty little for it"(310), Earl remarks. But 

Jason thinks of the show as stealing money from Jefferson and one of the 

showmen as stealing his niece from the Compsons. For Jason, the 

acceptance of the show by Jefferson is nothing short of promoting immorality. 

Later at the dinner table, he makes up a story of bigamy about the showman 

with whom Miss Quentin is thrown together. But primarily, it simply does 

not make good business sense to him to "[h]aggl[e] over a twenty cent hame 

string to save fifteen cents, so they can give it to a bunch of Yankees that 

come in and pay maybe ten dollars for the privilege"(287). 

Uncle Job's difference with Jason over this issue strikes an amusing 

but significant contrast between the blacks' view of innocent pleasure and 

Jason's puritanical conception which translates this innocent pleasure into 

an insidious trap Satan lays to grab their money if not their souls. 

When Jason declares that the circus pays only ten dollars for the 

privilege to perform at Jefferson, Uncle Job is shocked because he does not 

understand why it gets charged for bringing entertainment to Jefferson. He 

says, 

"I'd pay ten dollars to see dat man pick dat saw, ef I had to. I figures 

dat tomorrow mawnin I be still owin um nine dollars and six bits at 

dat rate."(288) 

This fills Jason with impotent rage. In a burst of frustration at the 

blacks' inability at stewardship and lack of Puritan work ethic, a 
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complaint which reverberates throughout Jason's section, Jason smolders, 

And then a Yankee will talk your head off about niggers getting 

ahead. Get them ahead, what I say. Get them so far ahead you cant 

find one south of Louisville with a blood hound. Because when I told 

him about how they'd pick up Saturday night and carry off at least a 

thousand dollars out of the county, he says, 

"I dont begrudge um. I kin sho afford my two bits." 

"Two bits hell," I says. "That dont begin it. How about the dime or 

fifteen cents you'll spend for a damn two cent box of candy or 

something. How about the time you're wasting right now, listening to 

that band".(288) 

Later on, asked by Luster whether he will use the free tickets himself, 

he says, "I wouldn't go to it for ten dollars"(317). If he has any concern with 

the show, it is about how the county officials do with the ten dollars collected 

from the circus. 

Jason's accusation about blacks' lack of work ethic is reflected earlier 

on also in his sarcasm against Uncle Job. 

1 went on to the back, where old Job was uncrating them, at the rate of 

about three bolts to the hour. 

"You ought to be working for me," I says. "Every other no-count nigger 

in town eats in my kitchen."(235) 

Jason's prejudices against blacks are not at all grounded in fact, as the hard 
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work of the Dilsey family shows, without which the Compsons simply will not 

function. But basing his conclusion on these prejudices, he claims, 

What this country needs is white labour. Let these damn niggers 

starve for a couple of years, then they'd see what a soft thing they 

have. (237) 

This claim contradicts Jason himself when he thinks the white farmer 

ridiculous to save fifteen cents from a thirty five cent hame string only to 

spend it on the circus show. "How do you fellows ever expect to get ahead, 

trying to work with cheap equipment?"(242), he asks. Again, he dismisses 

with incomprehension the white farmers who "were all in town for the show, 

coming in in droves to give their money to something that brought nothing to 

the town"(243). 

Ted Ownby in Subduing Satan: Religion, Recreation, and Manhood in 

the Rural South describes Southern Protestantism's confrontation with, and 

ultimate transformation of, the Southern masculine culture of dueling, 

hunting, drinking, fun-loving, fighting and consequently the code of honor, 

which was associated with the rugged individualism of pioneer 

backwoodsmen. He contends, 

The lessons of economic morality-sobriety, thrift, and self-denial-that 

accompanied the development of a commercially minded Northern 

middle class in the nineteenth century were slow to gain acceptance in 

the rural South. (II) 
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Jason is the product of this Southern Protestantism even though we associate 

him with irreverence. He talks sardonically about a miser who donates five 

thousand dollars to a Chinese missionary after the miser's close call with 

death. He boasts about fixing Earl's store in one year should it be left to his 

management, "so he [Earl] 'd never have to work again, only he'd give it all 

away to the church or something. If there's one thing gets under my skin, it's 

a damn hypocrite"(285). But he is not devoid of religiosity. The words "Lord" 

and "God" are frequently invoked, and not blasphemously, in his recorded 

speech and interior monologue. His knowledge of the Bible indicates a 

familiarity with the Book that suggests either Sunday School experience or a 

Christian family upbringing, which agrees with Mrs. Compson's remark that 

she has raised all his children Christians(351). After discovering that Dilsey 

has allowed Caddy to see her daughter, Miss Quentin, at the Compson house, 

he "fixed Dilsey" by telling her Caddy has leprosy. 

I got the bible and read where a man's flesh rotted off and I told her 

that if she ever looked at her or Benjy or Quentin they'd catch it too. 

(257)8 

Jason definitely knows how to "fix" Dilsey whose simple primitive faith 

makes her an easy prey to Jason's utilitarian manipulation of the Bible. "I 

put the fear of God into Dilsey. As much as you can into a nigger, that 

is"(257). 

But of course when he is enraged, he can cast his pretenses aside. Just as he 
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calls his mother "an old fool" when she gets in the way of his effort to break 

into Quentin's room, so Jason curses God and thinks of "dragging 

Omnipotence down from His Throne, if necessary" in order to "put his hands 

at last on his fleeing niece"(382). 

Jason's resentment toward leisure and shrewdness with money may 

have resulted from two facts. First, it may have come from seeing his father 

sitting around on the porch, drinking himself "into the ground" (224), and his 

idle uncle fooling around with Mrs. Patterson. Second, it may have been 

derived genetically from his mother's line, the Bascombs, who are shrewd 

investors(both Mrs. Compson and presumably Uncle Maury), and 

unprincipled scalawags who would do anything for money (Uncle Maury). 

Mrs. Compson's appreciation and encouragement of Jason's practicality 

further shapes Jason into the kind of man he ultimately becomes. She 

speaks proudly before Herbert Head of Jason who began to make money 

through kite making at the age of seven, contributing only flour for glue to 

the partnership with the Patterson boy. 

Jason will make a splendid banker he is the only one of my children 

with any practical sense you can thank me for that he takes after my 

people the others are all Compson...Jason was treasurer.(116) 

The father's lack of worldly ambition in this case reminds us of the 

equally dipsomaniacal Mr. Sutpen the senior. Again, it is largely because of 

the mothers of the two households that they are propelled to make any 
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worldly move. In the case of the Compsons, we know Quentin's going to 

Harvard is to realize his mother's dream. What incentive Mr. Compson adds 

to this move is to tell Quentin that it is quite un-Compson to disappoint a 

lady should he fail to comply with his mother's wishes. Likewise, Mrs. 

Compson has tried her best to marry Caddy off in order to avoid a scandal. In 

this match, she has really tried to kill two birds with one stone, that is, both 

marry off a pregnant daughter and secure a financial future from her son-in-

law for her other son, Jason. Mrs. Compson is often ridiculed by critics 

(Brooks for one) for stealing the thunder from Caddy in a ludicrous effort to 

be the star bride herself at Caddy's wedding. If there is any star in this 

melodramatic scene, however, it is legitimately Mrs. Compson. For one 

thing, it is almost heroic for her to get out of her sick bed to give this once in 

a life time performance for the sake of her children. For another, it is out of 

her character for sure, but that only indicates to what extent she is willing to 

go to get what she wants for her children. She seems to be quite a diplomat 

and an entertainer if she chooses to be. It is her husband's sense of Compson 

superiority and the Southern Puritan training for ladies, as testified in her 

sayings "when I was a girl...I was taught..."(127) and "I was raised..."(327), 

that have made her generally "a cold weight of negativity"(Brooks 66). 

Probably we can say she is so consumed by the Southern preoccupation with 

the concept of a lady that she no longer knows how to function as a mother 

on a daily basis. "I am a lady", she reiterates time and time again. 
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"You might not believe that from my offspring, but I am"(374). 

Anne Firor Scott in her The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics 

1830-1930 pinpoints the crux of this obsession when she says, 

Churches, schools, parents, books, magazines, all promulgated the 

same message; be a lady and you will be loved and respected and 

supported. If you defy the pattern and behave in ways considered 

unladylike you will be unsexed, rejected, unloved, and you will 

probably starve.(21) 

A case in point, again, is of course the Compson women. Whatever 

Mrs. Compson may think of herself, it certainly pays to put up the facade of a 

lady. She enjoys the townspeople's respect, as Earl and the sheriff testify, 

largely because of her reputation as a lady. Even the misogynous Jason who 

despises all women has to defer to her wishes and defend her reputation 

conscientiously though privately he equates the best woman with an honest 

whore. Mrs. Compson is mortified about Caddy, largely because "she not 

only drags your(Compson's) name in the dirt but corrupts the very air your 

children breathe"(128). For this reason, she forbids Caddy's name to be 

mentioned in the house as a condition of her acceptance of Caddy's daughter, 

Miss Quentin. However, Mrs. Compson has to pay dearly for her reputation 

as a lady. To maintain her pride, she has to burn up annually over twenty-

four hundred dollars' worth of Caddy's checks, "the wages of sin"(274). This 

is vanity Jason resents but is glad to take advantage of. On the contrary, 



175 

Caddy and Miss Quentin are driven into exile for their unladylike behavior. 

In fact, the idea of subjecting Miss Quentin to a castration similar to that of 

Benjy keeps surfacing on Jason's mind throughout the day. 

From the characterization of Mrs. Compson above, we understand 

better why Mrs. Compson refers to Jason as a Bascomb rather than a 

Compson. While Quentin absorbs Mrs. Compson's obsessive concern with 

family honor and the Southern idea of a lady, Jason inherits her mother's 

practicality, the one salient characteristic trait that distinguishes the 

Bascombs, Mrs. Compson and Uncle Maury, from Mr. Compson, who deems it 

beneath his conception of honor to behave like the Bascombs. Decadent and 

nihilistic as Mr. Compson may sound, his cultivation in classic learning and 

his contempt for crass materialism and pragmatism reflect a sense of nobless 

oblige worthy of a true aristocrat. His marriage with Caroline Bascomb is a 

failure resulting from the clash of values. This, in turn, affects the Compson 

children adversely. For one thing, Mrs. Compson acknowledges only the 

practical Jason as her own while dismissing the others as ineffectual 

Compsons. Jason in his turn considers everyone not practical enough to 

survive a Compson. 

In my reading of The Sound and the Fury, Jason and Quentin 

represent the two extremes of Southern Puritanism, which is combined in 

Mrs. Compson. The reason why Mrs. Compson's Puritanical personality gets 

split into two extremes that come to be embodied by Quentin and Jason 
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respectively is that they extend their mother's training beyond her 

expectations of them. Quentin has evidently taken too seriously her mother's 

concern with family pride and honor with regard to Caddy. In the words of 

Mr. Compson, Mrs. Compson is concerned with morality as social 

conventions, but Quentin wrestles with the essence of that morality which 

deals with good and evil, sin and punishment. If moralism underlies Mrs. 

Compson's concern with her daughter's promiscuity, perfectionism is behind 

Quentin's meddling with Caddy. Failing to hold Caddy up to the standard of 

a lady, the Puritan ideal of womanhood, he conceives a perfect hell into which 

he and Caddy can be banished with the help of a perfect excuse, a Christ-like 

sacrifice that vicariously crucifies all Caddy's sins unto his own corporeal 

cross. Lacking that, he contrives a perfect suicide. In the words of Michael H. 

Cowan, Quentin's suicide reveals his "pathetic attempts to play romantic 

versions of Christ and Satan-either to sacrifice or damn himself for the glory 

of traditional values, as he narrowly interprets these values"(7). Jason, on 

the other hand, stretches his mother's concern with practicality to the 

breaking point. He has definitely out-Bascombed Bascomb, manipulating his 

mother and despising his Uncle Maury. But the smart Jason, as Uncle Job 

calls him, has overreached himself. He, too, meets his doom. Thus, as the 

least common denominator, "[i]n varying degrees, Quentin, Jason, and Mrs. 

Compson suggest a Calvinism gone morbid-an attitude differing from 

pessimistic naturalism only in that "doom' is defined not as the product of 



177 

natural causes but as the will of a hard and inscrutable God, a jealous Old 

Testament Jehovah"(Cowan 7). 

On the surface, Faulkner seems to intend Jason to be a pathological 

model of congenital meanness and miserliness. But a careful study of the 

text reveals an already pervasive influence of Northern commercialism. The 

presence of drummers-travelling salesmen-is routine in this still rural Deep 

South, to speak nothing of the apparent booming of stock speculation that 

has engrossed much of Jason's attention. Jason's revulsion toward Miss 

Quentin's name becoming a by-word amidst these drummers is an index to 

their perennial presence as well as the loosening effect it brings on the mores 

of the rural Southern community. Jason's skepticism about the Northerners' 

talk about blacks' getting ahead indicates both his doubt that the blacks can 

be taught Puritan work ethic and the fact that the supposedly Northern 

Yankees' enterprising spirit is not unknown here. Mrs. Compson further 

betrays that the phrase "get ahead" necessarily means making a fortune in 

business is further betrayed when she repeats to Jason one of her old 

convictions: 

"I know you haven't had the chance the others had, that you've had to 

bury yourself in a little country store. I wanted you to get ahead 

[Italics mine]. I knew your father would never realise that you were 

the only one who had any business sense,...."(275) 
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However, the best background study of Jason is found in Paul M. 

Gaston's The New South Creed: A Study in Southern Mythmaking. Reading 

The Sound and the Fury in the light of Gaston's depiction and analysis of the 

New South creed shows that what might be called Jason's personal 

peculiarities are typical reflections of a social thought and behavior pattern. 

According to Gaston, this New South creed is a repudiation of a backward 

and agrarian Old South in favor of a progressive and industrial New South. 

It advocates a transformation of the rural Southern society after the pattern 

of the industrial North. Commercialism, pragmatism, the gospel of work and 

wealth, and the idea of the self-made man thus all find their way into the 

South and bring forth a new brand of Southerners of which Jason is a 

representative. Contrary to the Old South's lack of practicality, the New 

South is distinguished by an espousal of what W. H. Wallace refers to as the 

three "essentials of true success in life": "A competence in money, a good 

reputation and a good character"(Wallace 4). 

However we look at Jason, the self-righteous Jason himself evidently 

believes he is equipped with all those requirements to be a success in life 

were it not for Caddy and her daughter who have jointly ruined his chance; 

"together they merely symbolized the job in the bank of which he had been 

deprived before he ever got it"(382). Reflecting on what an Ivy-league college 

education has given his father and brother, Jason can show only contempt for 

what has resulted from their futile academic exercises. Consciously or 
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unconsciously, Jason is echoing what William S. Speer and other success 

story writers of the time proposed in books like The Law of Success that an 

educator ought to teach his students the art of practical thinking, which is 

"the art of turning one's brains into money." 

He will not teach dead languages, obsolete formulas, and bric-a-brac 

sciences...which are never used in the ordinary transactions of the 

forum, the office, the shop, or the farm.(Speer 20) 

By getting himself an education in "a Memphis school where he 

learned to class and grade cotton"(<SF 421), he proves himself a practitioner of 

this new educational philosophy. 

Taken together, Quentin and Jason form the dichotomy or duality of 

Puritanism, consisting of what I have termed the theoretical side and the 

practical side. If Quentin stands for the theoretical, idealistic, romantic and 

spiritual or other-worldly side of Puritanism, which Quentin gives expression 

to all its manifestations: "its hatred of materialism and complacency, its self-

doubt and constant introspection, and above all its intense seriousness"(May 

58), then Jason encapsulates its practical, materialistic, utilitarian and 

mundane or this worldly side. In Douglas' and Daniel's article on Southern 

Puritanism, the authors cite a comparative study between Hawthorne and 

Faulkner and the regions they represent. "Both regions," they declare, 

in the process of being industrialized, are changing from traditional 

societies into progressive, materialistic ones, their mania for money 
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being reflected in such characters as Jason Compson and Judge 

Pyncheon.(42) 

In other words, if Quentin commits "the sin of spiritual pride", Jason is guilty 

of "the lust of possession"(Simson, 215). 

Moreover, if Quentin represents the life-denying, world-rejecting 

Puritanism turned inward, Jason, on the other hand, displays the same 

Puritan tendency of asceticism turned outward. Hoarding of money, in the 

case of Mr. Coldfield in Absolom, Absolom!, or Simon McEachern in Light in 

August, is still a means for an end. With Jason, it becomes an end in itself. If 

there is any pleasure in the shabby and banal life of Jason, it is the secret 

moment when he shuts himself up in his room, counting the money he has 

misappropriated from Caddy and Miss Quentin. Even the things he buys, 

like the automobile, do not afford him any real pleasure, which can be 

derived solely from seeing the money in cash. If the Snopeses stand for 

everything Faulkner detests in terms of unscrupulous greed and crass 

materialism to which the New South gives rise, Jason is the only Compson, 

or rather Bascomb, who "competed and held his own with the Snopeses"(420). 

If Quentin fights a rearguard battle for the Old South and has perished, 

Jason is engaged in a vanguard action for the New South and has survived. 

But whatever American or Southern Garden of Edenic innocence on behalf of 

which Quentin and Jason have fought, the cost involved is invariably the 

victimization of the American Eve. 
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Notes 

1 In William Faulkner: First Encounters, Brooks claims that "though 

Quentin is a thoroughly Southern type, his death is not really occasioned by 

the breakup of the Old South so much as by the break up of an American 

family wrecked by parental strife and lack of love"(59). 

2 Brooks argues that Benjy knows only the present. But it seems to me 

that the present serves at best for Benjy as a reminder of the past. The past 

alone has meaning for him, because that was the time when he and Caddy 

were playmates in the Garden of Edenic innocence. 

3 This sexual decorum is indicated by Caddy's reference to her 

pregnancy as being sick(SF 138). "That Caddy calls her pregnancy a 

"sickness' is appropriate to the pathology of sex in the Compson household 

where sex is a violation of the natural, healthy order of family honor" (Ross 

and Polk 93). 

4 Mr. Compson voices the Modernist contention of "the Jesus of 

history" over against "the Christ of faith" when he tells Quentin "That Christ 

was not crucified: he was worn away by a minute clicking of little wheels" 

(94). By denying Jesus' crucifixion, Mr. Compson is denying the whole 

scheme of human sin and salvation, thus questioning the basic assumptions 
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of Christianity. According to him, Jesus either died as a mortal man or his 

vicarious sacrifice has lost its relevance in modern time for modern 

humanity. In Mr. Compson's cynicism, "all men are just accumulations dolls 

stuffed with saw dust swept up from the trash heaps where all previous dolls 

had been thrown away the sawdust flowing from what wound in what side 

that not for me died not"(218). 

5 See Joan Williams "In Defence of Caroline Compson" for a detailed 

study of Mrs. Compson as a dutiful mother. 

6"His disciples asked him, vRabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, 

that he was born blind?"' The context of this question is a distorted version of 

retributive justice. It maintains that "there is no suffering without iniquity", 

that the punishment inflicted on the children presupposes the sin of their 

parents. Jesus refutes these beliefs here. Cf. footnote for this verse in The 

NIV Study Bible, (p.1614). 

7 See Faulkner in the University, eds. Gwynn, Frederick and Joseph 

Blotner. Charlottsville: UP of Virginia, 1959. 

8 According to Ross and Polk, "Jason is perhaps reading from 

Zechariah 14:12: vAnd this shall be the plague wherewith the Lord will smite 

all the people that have fought against Jerusalem; Their flesh shall consume 

away while they stand upon their feet, and their eyes shall consume away in 

their holes and their tongue shall consume away in their mouth."' 
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CONCLUSION 

"The Religious Dimensions of William Faulkner: An Enquiry into the 

Dichotomy of Puritanism" represents a New Historicist attempt to trace a 

secular mode of thinking of American moral superiority and the gospel of 

success to its religious origin of Puritan identification with biblical Israel and 

its attempt at unencumbered spirituality for the sake of redeeming the Old 

World. The study shows that while the basis for American moral superiority 

derives from the typological correspondence between sacred history and 

American experience, the gospel of success results from the Puritan 

preoccupation with work as a virtue instead of a necessity because labor 

improves one's lot in this world while securing salvation in the next. By 

explaining how Puritanism begins as a rejection of Catholic worldliness but 

ends as an orgy of materialism, my study raises and addresses the 

paradoxical nature of the Puritan legacy: Why should the Puritan work ethic, 

when subverted by its logical conclusion—the gospel of success, result in the 

undoing of Puritan spirituality in its mission of redeeming the Old World? 

Southern Puritanism, in its turn, begins by asserting the equality of 

all human beings before God, but concludes by becoming apologetic for 

chattel slavery and the subjugation of women. In the contexts of both 

antebellum and postbellum South, Puritanism allies itself, on the grounds of 

legalism and moralism, with patriarchalism, Anglo-Saxonism, xenophobia 
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and the crusade against miscegenation between black men and white women. 

Basing my analysis on three of his fictional works, I have demonstrated 

William Faulkner's acute awareness of, and penetrating insight into, 

the dilemmas and ramifications of Puritanism in his critique of American 

gospel of success in general and Southern gospels of racism and sexism in 

particular. By conceiving Puritanism in terms of dichotomous tension, 

paradigmatically proposed as the American Adam turned Franklinesque self-

made man, I hope to shed new light on Faulkner's fictional characters as 

victims of Puritan moral ambiguities. 

In Chapter 1,1 have also outlined the trajectory of movement from 

Puritanism to antinomianism which culminates in Emersonian 

transcendentalism. In terms of literary history, it represents a 

metamorphosis of the Christ figure in Romantic literature from the theocratic 

Son of God to the democratic Son of Man—an American writ large: the 

American Adam. 

Though a religious ally to agrarianism, Southern Puritanism 

nevertheless was not immune to the Puritan work ethic and the gospel of 

success which had so energized northern industrialism. In Chapter 3 on 

Light In August, we see those ambiguities embodied in Simon McEachern 

and Joanna Burden, whose dubious business dealings are diametrically 

opposed to their idealized self-images as moral guardians and saviors of the 

black people. Goodhue Coldfield in Absolom, Absolom! (Chapter 4) 
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epitomizes sharply the inner contradictions of Puritanism. He is thus torn 

between a guilty conscience for being tempted by wealth and the harsh 

reality of having to scrape up a decent existence for his family in a culture 

that is conditioned to view poverty as a moral taint. He commits suicide as a 

result of such agony. McEachern and Coldfield thus represent what John B. 

Judis refers to as the "Protestant groups" whose "goal of life" consists in 

accumulating wealth as a way of glorifying God. To them, "[w]ork itself was 

a means of purifying the self against the sinful pleasures of the body. 

Indulgence in bodily pleasures—from sex outside of procreation to social 

dancing—was a sin. Idleness was a temptation of sin"(Judis, 53). In Chapter 

V on The Sound and the Fury, the dichotomous symbiosis of early Puritanism 

comes to be drastically polarized, with the two extremes represented 

respectively by Quentin and Jason Compson IV. Quentin stands for the 

Puritan conscience and morality, and Jason encapsulates the culmination of 

Mammon worship resulting from the Yankee cult of wealth and success. 

Jason also represents a long line of Faulkner's secularized Puritans such as 

Thomas Sutpen and Joe Christmas. 

Finally, this inquiry about Faulkner's challenge to Puritan 

contradictions has demonstrated how Puritanism in general and Southern 

Puritanism in particular have contributed to the Southern mythology of the 

Garden of Edenic innocence, the Hamitic myth and the myth of the American 

Eve, thereby exposing the American myth of Adamic innocence to be the 
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predominant discourse in American literature and ideology. In the Southern 

Puritans' use of biblical typology and motifs, blacks and women are seen as 

the white men's servants and helpmates and, as such, have only adjunctive 

value to the white men's moral vision of a New World Garden and their 

economic pursuit of an earthly paradise. The role assigned to Southern 

Puritanism is thus to give moral sanction to this exploitation based on race 

and gender. The American dream, therefore, either in terms of spiritual 

salvation or in terms of material success, is realized for the American Adams 

at the expense of blacks and women. 

A few questions arise in my discussions of Faulkner in relation to the 

duality of Puritanism. I find the questions beyond my current ability to 

address in depth, but it provides food for thought to raise them. The first 

question concerns the validity of the Puritan use of typology, because it is the 

basis on which the construct of American myth rests. It is beyond the scope 

of this study to probe into the nature of typology and the validity of extending 

its application to postbiblical times.1 Suffice it to say that whether or not the 

principles of biblical typology can be applied to postbiblical times, their 

application by Puritanism is evidently mixed with other (sometimes ulterior) 

motives and considerations such as American moral superiority, chattel 

slavery and the subordination of women. 

This brings us to the second question, which concerns the nature of the 

Adamic myth. Insofar as this American Adam is white, preferably an Anglo-
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Saxon, the Adamic myth is racist in orientation. Insofar as he is male, the 

discourse resonates with sexist overtones. "As R. W. B. Lewis talks of the 

American Adam, for instance, his sexist language and closed canon clearly 

signal the exclusion of woman in the new garden of America" (Long 38). 

Stemming from those two concerns is the question in reference to the 

nature of the American dream. In The American Jeremiad, Sacvan 

Bercovitch pinpoints an "unshakable optimism"(7) implicit in the American 

dream by making a distinction between "the threat of divine retribution" (8) 

to destroy the wayward and the rod of chastisement to discipline and correct 

them. After all, God wants his children to walk his way and be blessed. 

Thus the Puritans "turned threat into celebration"(8). Combined with the 

conviction that theirs is "a peculiar mission," they believe themselves "chosen 

not only for heaven but as instruments of a sacred historical design"(7-8). In 

the words of Patrick McHugh, "any disparity between the American Eden 

and the American reality indicates not an impossible task but a lack of effort 

and commitment to duty and purpose"(25). This belief has become an article 

of faith governing "modern middle-class American culture"(Bercovitch 18). 

According to McHugh, it is behind every historical event from "the promises 

of the Constitution" to "the assurances of Manifest Destiny," from "the 

immigrants' economic search for a better standard of living" to "the African-

American struggle for civil rights"(26). 
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However, Faulkner repudiates this Puritan legacy by equating 

American experience with "an already-fulfilled promise of on-going misery" 

(McHugh 26). According to McHugh who succinctly sums up the theme of 

this dissertation, 

The Puritan vision of community as a shining city on a hill becomes in 

Yoknapatawpha County a rotting patriarchal plantation, conceived in 

man's hubris, created out of the woods and swamps of Mississippi by 

the slave sweat and blood, and indelibly marked by the repression of 

woman. For Faulkner, moreover, this community is not an aberration 

of the Puritan principle but its embodiment, not a failure to achieve 

the American Dream that can be overcome with rededicated effort, but 

a failure inherent in the Dream itself. The patriarchal legacy of the 

Compsons and the Sutpens is the earthly manifestation of an idea, a 

vision, which simultaneously realizes its earthly limits, its faults, and 

its ultimate folly. Rather than an American jeremiad, Faulkner writes 

of the tragedy engendered by the human attempt to create a more 

perfect world, and its inevitable failure: the tragedy of the American 

New Jerusalem.(26) 

The failure inherent in the American dream itself is actually the 

inherent contradiction between the Puritans' lofty ideal of perfection and 

sinless existence in the American New World Garden and their recourse to 

the Puritan work ethic to achieve it. The end may justify the means, but the 
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means subverts the end. This American dilemma is part and parcel of the 

Puritan legacy. 
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Notes 

1 See Eleanor Cook's "Reading Typologically, For Example, Faulkner" 

for a more detailed discussion on this point. 
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