
William Faulkner wrote about a South that wanted to appear honorable while carrying 
violence, exploitation, racial hatred, family secrets, and guilt beneath its polished 
surface. His novels are not comfortable, and they were never meant to be. He treated 
history as something that remains alive inside families, communities, and institutions 
long after the original events have passed. Slavery had ended before Faulkner was born, 
but the social order created by slavery was still shaping Mississippi when he grew up. 
Wealth, land, race, family name, and ancestry could determine how people were treated 
before anyone considered their character. Faulkner turned that environment into fiction, 
creating stories in which the past keeps reaching into the present and demanding 
payment. 

He was born William Cuthbert Falkner on September 25, 1897, in New Albany, 
Mississippi. His family soon moved to Oxford, the town that became his true home and 
the model for Jefferson, the central town in many of his novels. Faulkner later added the 
letter “u” to his last name, although accounts differ on whether the change began 
deliberately or through a printing mistake that he decided to keep. His great-grandfather, 
William Clark Falkner, had been a Confederate colonel, lawyer, businessman, politician, 
and novelist. He was also killed by a former business partner. Stories about this powerful 
and violent ancestor helped Faulkner understand that family history could become part 
fact, part legend, and part burden. 

Faulkner was intelligent, observant, and widely read, but he did not follow the path of a 
successful conventional student. He left high school without graduating and never 
earned a traditional college degree. During the First World War, he tried to join the United 
States military but was rejected. He then entered a British military aviation training 
program in Canada, but the war ended before he completed training or saw combat. After 
returning home, he sometimes allowed people to believe that he had been a wounded 
combat pilot. This was an early example of Faulkner shaping his own legend much as he 
later shaped the legends of his fictional families. The facts of his life mattered, but he 
was also fascinated by the stories people invented about themselves. 

He briefly attended the University of Mississippi as a special student and worked at 
several jobs, including serving as the university’s postmaster. He was not well suited to 
routine work. Complaints accumulated that he ignored customers, read during working 
hours, played cards, and closed the office whenever it pleased him. Whether every 
accusation was fair is uncertain, but he eventually left the position. He was not yet a 
famous writer, and there was no guarantee that literature would ever support him. His 
early poetry showed promise but also revealed how strongly he was imitating other 
writers. He had imagination, but he had not yet found the voice that would make him one 
of the most important American novelists of the twentieth century. 

Faulkner’s first published novel, Soldiers’ Pay, appeared in 1926. It dealt with veterans 
returning from the First World War and showed his developing interest in damaged 
people attempting to reenter ordinary life. His second novel, Mosquitoes, examined 



artists, intellectuals, and social pretenders. Neither book established his reputation. The 
decisive change came when he stopped trying to write what he thought publishers 
wanted and began digging into the people, memories, conflicts, and legends of 
Mississippi. He later described discovering that his own small piece of the world could 
provide enough material for a lifetime. That discovery produced the fictional 
Yoknapatawpha County. 

Yoknapatawpha County is one of Faulkner’s greatest creations. It resembles Lafayette 
County, Mississippi, where Oxford is located, but it is more than a renamed place. 
Faulkner constructed its towns, plantations, forests, roads, cemeteries, businesses, 
families, racial divisions, and political history. Characters who dominate one novel may 
appear briefly in another, while an event mentioned casually in one book may become 
central somewhere else. Families such as the Compsons, Sutpens, Snopeses, 
McCaslins, Sartorises, Bundrens, and Benbows occupy different positions within this 
world. Some represent fading aristocratic power; others represent poverty, ambition, 
opportunism, or social change. By returning to the same county repeatedly, Faulkner 
showed how individual lives are connected to systems that existed before those 
individuals were born. 

The old plantation families in his fiction often speak of honor, courage, bloodlines, and 
tradition. Faulkner gradually tears those claims apart. Their wealth was built through 
enslaved labor, land seizures, exploitation, and carefully protected social power. After the 
Civil War, many of these families lost money and influence, but they continued clinging 
to stories of former greatness. Their tragedy is not simply that the Old South 
disappeared. Their deeper tragedy is that the world they admired had always contained 
corruption. Faulkner understood that nostalgia can become a form of dishonesty when it 
remembers beauty while erasing the people who paid for it. 

The Sound and the Fury, published in 1929, is one of the clearest examples of Faulkner’s 
demanding style. The novel follows the decline of the Compson family through several 
different points of view. Its first section is narrated through the consciousness of Benjy 
Compson, a cognitively disabled man whose mind does not organize memories in 
chronological order. A sight, sound, smell, or word can move him from one year to 
another without warning. The reader initially feels lost because Benjy experiences time 
as overlapping moments rather than a straight line. Faulkner uses that confusion to place 
the reader inside a mind instead of merely describing it from the outside. 

The second section belongs to Quentin Compson, whose mind is consumed by his sister 
Caddy, family honor, sexuality, shame, and the feeling that time is destroying everything 
he values. Quentin is educated at Harvard, yet education cannot free him from the 
poisonous ideas he has inherited. He obsesses over protecting an idealized version of 
his sister while failing to recognize her as a full human being capable of making her own 
choices. His thoughts become increasingly fragmented as his mental condition 
deteriorates. The third section is narrated by Jason Compson, who is bitter, cruel, racist, 
dishonest, and obsessed with money. The final section moves toward a more distant 



narrator and centers heavily on Dilsey, the Black servant who possesses a steadiness 
and moral strength that the Compsons lack. The family with the respected white name 
collapses, while the woman society treats as inferior becomes the novel’s strongest 
source of endurance. 

Caddy Compson never narrates a section of her own, yet she is the emotional center of 
the book. Everyone interprets her, needs her, condemns her, remembers her, or tries to 
control her. Her absence as a narrator is meaningful because it demonstrates how a 
woman can become the center of a family’s story without being allowed to tell that story 
herself. Faulkner’s technique makes readers question who receives a voice, who controls 
the account, and what remains missing. This is one reason his work requires patience. 
Important truths are rarely announced directly. They must be pieced together from 
memory, contradiction, silence, and bias. 

Faulkner reportedly wrote As I Lay Dying while working a night shift at a power plant, and 
it was published in 1930. The novel follows the poor Bundren family as they transport the 
body of Addie Bundren to Jefferson for burial. Fifteen characters narrate its fifty-nine 
sections, allowing the same journey to appear completely different depending on who is 
speaking. What looks like family devotion is mixed with selfish motives, resentment, 
grief, foolishness, private desires, and economic desperation. One son wants false teeth, 
one daughter seeks an abortion, and the father eventually uses the journey to satisfy 
desires of his own. The novel can be darkly funny and deeply disturbing at the same 
time. Faulkner refused to separate tragedy neatly from absurdity because actual human 
behavior rarely fits into one emotional category. 

Addie Bundren’s section provides one of the novel’s deepest challenges. Although she is 
already dead during the journey, her voice enters the book and exposes the emptiness 
she feels behind words such as love, motherhood, sin, and duty. She distrusts language 
because people can use respectable words to hide selfishness or emotional failure. This 
concern runs throughout Faulkner’s writing. A family may say “honor” when it means 
control. A society may say “tradition” when it means racial domination. A person may 
say “love” while refusing to understand the person supposedly being loved. 

Sanctuary, published in 1931, brought Faulkner greater commercial attention. It is a 
brutal novel involving kidnapping, sexual violence, murder, corruption, and the failure of 
justice. Faulkner sometimes claimed that he wrote it partly to make money by producing 
a shocking story, but the finished book became more than a calculated thriller. It 
presents a society in which respectable institutions offer little protection against cruelty. 
Lawyers manipulate facts, communities hunger for punishment, and appearances matter 
more than truth. The novel remains controversial because of its treatment of sexual 
violence and because its women are often trapped inside male fear, desire, and 
judgment. Reading it seriously requires recognizing both its power and its limitations. 

Light in August, published in 1932, confronts race, identity, religion, isolation, and sexual 
repression. One of its central figures, Joe Christmas, grows up uncertain whether he has 



Black ancestry. Society treats this uncertainty as if it were an unbearable threat because 
the racial system depends on rigid categories. Joe becomes trapped between how he 
sees himself, what others claim he is, and what racial identity means in a violent 
segregated society. His life demonstrates that race is not merely a matter of appearance 
or ancestry; it is also a system of law, fear, power, expectation, and punishment. The 
novel does not offer Joe an easy identity because the society surrounding him has made 
identity itself dangerous. 

Religion in Light in August can offer compassion, but it can also be twisted into 
punishment and control. Joe’s grandfather, Doc Hines, turns religious certainty into 
hatred. Simon McEachern uses discipline and faith without tenderness, teaching Joe 
obedience through violence. Joanna Burden’s relationship with Joe becomes entangled 
with racial guilt, sexuality, reform, and domination. By contrast, Lena Grove travels while 
pregnant with a quiet determination that survives the chaos around her. Faulkner often 
places rigid, self-righteous people beside characters who endure without pretending to 
possess complete moral certainty. He was suspicious of anyone whose certainty left no 
room for another person’s humanity. 

Absalom, Absalom!, published in 1936, may be Faulkner’s most powerful investigation of 
the plantation South. Thomas Sutpen arrives in Mississippi with an enormous plan: 
acquire land, build a mansion, establish a dynasty, and create descendants who will 
preserve his name. His ambition initially appears almost heroic, but the foundation of his 
design is domination. He exploits enslaved people, women, workers, and family members 
as pieces in a personal project. Sutpen wants the status of a Southern aristocrat without 
confronting the violence necessary to create that status. His plantation becomes a 
symbol of a civilization that built impressive houses upon stolen freedom and human 
suffering. 

The story of Sutpen is told and retold by different people, including Rosa Coldfield, Mr. 
Compson, Quentin Compson, and Quentin’s college roommate, Shreve. None of them 
possesses the entire truth. They combine evidence with rumor, hatred, sympathy, 
imagination, and inherited memory. As the accounts overlap, the reader realizes that 
history is not simply a collection of settled facts. It is also a struggle over interpretation. 
People decide what to remember, what to excuse, whom to blame, and which voices to 
ignore. Faulkner makes the reader participate in that struggle rather than standing safely 
outside it. 

At the center of Absalom, Absalom! is the destructive force of racism. Sutpen rejects his 
first wife and their son, Charles Bon, after discovering that she has Black ancestry. Later, 
Sutpen’s recognized white son, Henry, kills Bon to prevent him from marrying their sister 
Judith. The family’s obsession with racial purity destroys the dynasty Sutpen worked to 
build. Incest appears less horrifying to these characters than crossing the racial 
boundary established by white supremacy. That moral inversion reveals the sickness 
within their social order. The Sutpen family does not fall because it abandoned the 



South’s values; it falls partly because it follows those values to their most destructive 
conclusion. 

Faulkner’s treatment of Black life must be approached honestly. He exposed the 
hypocrisy and brutality of white supremacy more forcefully than many white writers of 
his time. Black characters such as Dilsey Gibson, Lucas Beauchamp, Molly Beauchamp, 
and Rider possess dignity, endurance, intelligence, grief, and moral awareness. His 
fiction recognizes that the wealth and identity of the South were inseparable from Black 
labor and suffering. However, he still wrote from the position of a white Mississippi man 
shaped by segregation. Some Black characters are filtered through white narrators, 
denied equal interior depth, or presented through stereotypes and language that are 
painful to read. 

His public positions on civil rights were also inconsistent. Faulkner condemned racial 
injustice and warned that the South had to change, but he often favored gradual change 
at a time when Black Americans were already being denied basic constitutional rights 
through law and terror. He criticized federal pressure and sometimes spoke in 
paternalistic terms, as though white Southerners should control the timetable of Black 
freedom. At other moments, he defended integration and denounced racial oppression. 
These contradictions should not be cleaned up to protect his reputation. A writer can see 
deeply into a society’s sickness while remaining partly infected by that society. 

Go Down, Moses, published in 1942, brings many of these issues together through the 
history of the McCaslin family. Although it is sometimes described as a collection of 
connected stories, the sections operate like parts of a larger novel. Land ownership, 
slavery, inheritance, family bloodlines, hunting, nature, and racial identity are woven 
together. Isaac McCaslin discovers that the property he is expected to inherit carries a 
history of exploitation, incest, and slavery. He attempts to reject the inheritance, 
believing that refusing the land will separate him from its corruption. Faulkner shows 
why that solution is inadequate: a person cannot erase historical responsibility merely by 
refusing personal ownership. 

“The Bear,” the most famous section of Go Down, Moses, follows Isaac’s experiences in 
the wilderness and the hunt for an enormous bear called Old Ben. The bear represents 
more than an animal. It suggests a natural world that existed before plantations, property 
deeds, racial classifications, and commercial development. Sam Fathers, a man of mixed 
Black and Native ancestry, teaches Isaac how to enter the wilderness with humility rather 
than attempting to dominate it. As the forest is cut down and sold, the story becomes an 
account of environmental destruction as well as moral decline. Faulkner connects the 
exploitation of land with the human desire to possess everything and accept 
responsibility for nothing. 

Faulkner’s writing can be difficult because he wanted readers to experience uncertainty 
rather than receive a clean explanation. His sentences sometimes stretch across a page, 
gathering memories, qualifications, repetitions, and conflicting thoughts. He used stream 



of consciousness to represent the movement of the mind before thoughts have been 
organized into orderly speech. He changed narrators without always warning the reader, 
moved backward and forward through time, and allowed the same event to appear in 
several incompatible versions. This was not difficulty created merely to appear 
intelligent. The form reflects his central idea that human beings never experience life as a 
perfectly organized record. 

A practical way to read Faulkner is to stop expecting immediate clarity. First determine 
who is speaking, when the scene is happening, and which family relationships are 
involved. When time suddenly shifts, it often means that something in the present has 
triggered a memory. When two narrators disagree, the disagreement may be more 
important than discovering which one is completely correct. A family tree or short 
timeline can help with novels such as The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom!. 
Confusion during the opening pages does not mean the reader has failed. Faulkner 
frequently gives meaning gradually, forcing earlier scenes to change once later 
information becomes available. 

His private life contained its own disorder. Faulkner married Estelle Oldham in 1929 after 
a long and complicated relationship. Their marriage was troubled by financial pressure, 
emotional conflict, infidelity, and alcohol. Faulkner drank heavily for significant periods 
of his life, sometimes entering cycles that damaged his health and relationships. He also 
carried on affairs, including a serious relationship with a younger writer, Meta Carpenter. 
These facts do not explain all his fiction, but they complicate the image of the disciplined 
literary master. The man who wrote brilliantly about damaged families could also 
contribute to damage within his own. 

Writing novels did not initially provide financial security, so Faulkner worked in 
Hollywood as a screenwriter. He collaborated with director Howard Hawks and 
contributed to films including To Have and Have Not and The Big Sleep. Hollywood 
required a different kind of writing: scenes had to move visibly, dialogue had to serve 
actors, and producers could revise or reject a writer’s work. Faulkner often disliked the 
commercial machinery of the film industry, but the income helped support his household. 
His Hollywood years also demonstrate that literary prestige and financial success are not 
the same thing. A writer now treated as a giant of American literature spent years 
worrying about bills and depending on studio work. 

Faulkner received the 1949 Nobel Prize in Literature, which was formally presented to 
him in 1950. In his acceptance speech, he argued that writers must confront enduring 
human struggles rather than surrender to fear. He spoke of courage, honor, hope, pride, 
compassion, pity, and sacrifice, but the power of the speech comes from more than its 
famous language. He had lived through two world wars, the Great Depression, the rise of 
fascism, the atomic bomb, and the beginning of the Cold War. Many people feared that 
humanity might destroy itself. Faulkner insisted that literature still had a duty to examine 
the human heart and help people endure. 



The Nobel Prize transformed his international reputation, but he did not become simple 
or predictable. He continued writing fiction, gave interviews, traveled as a cultural 
representative, and spoke about American life. Some of his later work lacked the 
intensity of his greatest novels, yet he remained committed to Yoknapatawpha County 
and the historical burdens it represented. He also received two Pulitzer Prizes, one for A 
Fable and another awarded after his death for The Reivers. Faulkner died on July 6, 1962, 
following a heart attack. He was sixty-four years old. 

His lasting importance comes from the way he turned one small Mississippi region into 
an examination of memory, power, race, class, family, gender, violence, and time. He 
understood that societies create myths to protect themselves from shame. Families do 
the same thing. They rename exploitation as sacrifice, control as love, cowardice as 
tradition, and prejudice as order. Faulkner’s stories pull at those disguises until the 
concealed history begins to show. He did not stand outside the South as an innocent 
judge; he was part of the world he examined, and its contradictions remained inside him. 

That tension is what makes him worth studying without turning him into a hero or 
dismissing him as nothing more than a product of his time. His greatest novels reveal 
how inherited beliefs can govern people who never consciously chose them. They show 
that refusing to discuss the past does not weaken its influence. Unresolved history 
enters family relationships, property, law, religion, language, and identity. Faulkner’s 
South is fictional, but its central warning reaches far beyond Mississippi: what a people 
refuse to face honestly will continue shaping what they become. 

 


