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A Study of 00 Down， Moses 

- 1ke's Failure and Faull叩 er'sMind-

Junjiro Tanimura 

I 

When we divide Faulkner's works into two groups for convienience' 

sake-the earlier ones and the later ones一， we are usually puzzled to 

decide into which group to classify Go Dow， Moses. This work， which 

was published in 1942 and covers about six generations of the compli-

cated McCaslin family， both white and black， is appearently di妊erent

from the works written prior or posterior to this. That is， there is 

a remarl王ablechange that separates the works he published between 

1929 and 1940 from those he published after 1948. The di妊erences

between the two groups of works are quit巴 clear. The tragic and 

negative motifs of the earlier works contrast plainly with the religious 

and a伍rmativeones in the later works. 1t may be called a c巴ntral

work in the course of change frorri the earlier works to the later ones. 

At this， what we call， turning point， Faulkner. could not help ex-

pressing his own ideas about the problem of the South he had been 

pursuing up to that time by Yoknapatawpha Saga. Therefore， he took 

up two major themes in this work “the spirit of the wilderness" and 

“the problem of the Negro円 1)ー， and by uniting them， he tri巴dto find 

out the answer to the problem of the South. That is to say， he at刷

tempted to solv巴 theproblem of the fatal tragedy of the South by “the 

spirit of the wilderness" which was still innocent from civilization.2
) 

This work， the title of which is said to have be巴nnamed after the 

spiritual song of the Negro， contains seven short stories di旺erentin 

length. Needless to say， th巴 centralpart of this work is“The Bear ，"3) 
a symbolical story which covers two fifths of the whole work and 

which Faulkner himself calls “・・・ the story of not just a boy but any 

human being to grow， as he grows up， to compet巴 withthe earth， the 

world.刈) However， if we regard Go Down， Moses， not as a collection 

of short stories but as a complete novel having common themes， and 
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try to seize the true meaning， w巴 mustexamine not only 

“"a single s配egmen叫tof the whole，鳥，J，円巧，均5町) but the other stories be巴fおoreor after 

i抗t. Even if“The Bear" overshadows everything else in this work for 

most readers， it is doubtless that the connections between the various 

stories are important.6
) 

The central character in this work is Isaac McCaslin (to be omitted 

as“Ike門 hereafter)，who is one of Faulkner's most interesting and 

touching characters. In this work， Faulkner seems to have expressed 

his own ideas more than in any other one， and the movement of Ike's 

mind is thought to be that of Faulkner's. Although Ike appears in 

only three of the seven stories，“The Old People，"“The Bear，" and 

“Delta Autumn，" all the stories before or after them may be considered 

to be essential elements for him. In this paper we select “The Bear" 

and “Delta Autumn，"一theone is thought to unite “the spirit of the 

wilderness" with “the problem of the Negro" and the oth巴ris a story 

in which Faulkner gives us one last view of Ike一， and examine whether 

the two major themes are really united in“The Bear円 andwhat the 

value of this work is if th巴yare not united really. 

II 

We shall begin with O'connor's comment. He remarks in his Tan-

gled Fire of William Faulkner as follows: 

The book most frequently quoted by critics examining Faulk-

ner's attitudes about modern society and， inevitably， about the race 

question is Go Down， Moses.7
) 

And after that， he adds as follows: 

This book of related short stories does mark a profound shift in 

his work. In place of the sense of doom， of tragic inevitabilities， or 

of an Old Testament harshness， one finds a sense of hopefulness， 

a promise of salvation.8
) 

Go Cown， Moses is quite di妊erentfrom the prec巴dingnovels in which 

the fatal tragedy of t:he South is depicted. Up to that time Faulkner 

had been seeking the tragedy peculiar to the South by Y oknapatawpha 

Saga， such as The Sound and the F.ωッ(1929)，Light in August (1932) 
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and so on. And in Absalom， Absalom! (1936) he ultimately comes to 
the conclusion that the cause of the tragedy of the South is due to 

the result of the guilt of the white people over the Negro. In these 

novels， however， Faulkner depicts the tragedy of the South as it is and 

he does not express his ideas about it and how to solve the difticult 

problem. On the contrary， in Go Down， Moses his own answer to the 

problem he had been seeking is clearly given. Even if the answer is 

absolutely counter to his readers' expectations， it is noticeable， at any 

rate， to find out his own solution for the problem. In this answer， 

however， can we find the prospect of O'connor's“hopefulness円 and

“salvation" ? 
As already described before， the longest and most successful of the 

Go Doωn， Moses stories is “The Bear." This concerns the basis for 

Ike's decision to repudiate his McCaslin inheritance. He learns the 

巴xtentof his family's racial guilt by studying plantation records; but 

before he can make his redeeming gesture he must learn to appreciate 

primitiv巴 nature. Being trained in the wilderness， during section 1， 

section II， section III and section V， (section 1V and section V are 

reverse in time) Ike gradually m且sters“thespirit of the wilderness" 

by the guidance of Sam Fathers， whose father is a Chickasaw Indian 

chief， whose mother is a quadroon. For example， when he is twelve 

years old， Ike， being trained by Sam Fathers， who is now seventy， kills 

his first buck. Sam marks his face with the blood， teaching him to 

respect and love what he kills. Seeing the buck lying still in the 

shape of great speed， Ike thinks humbly but a little proudly as follows: 

1 slew you: my bearing must刀otshαme your quitting lifi乙 My

conduct for ever onwαrd must become your death :9) 

With the pure experience in the wildern巴ss，1ke realizes human 

dignity. He grows up to be a lTlan， who is not directed by the tra-

dition and the code of the South， but is able to judge anything as 

a human being by the more substantial view of valu巴. 1n section IV 

that follows， "a locus classicus for an understanding of Faulkner's views 

on man and society，"10) when he gazes at the South with such a pure 

spirit acquired in the wilderness， 1ke comes to know the depth of the 

guilt of the white people symbolized by the wickedness of his grandfa幽
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ther， Lucius Quintus Carothers McCaslin. He resists not the old virgin 

forest but the land injured by a human being， that is， old injury and 

disgrace themselves 

in repudiation and denial at least of the land and the wrong 

and shame even if he couldn't cure the wrong and eradicate the 

shame， who at fourteen when he learned of it had believed he 

could do both when he becam己 competentand when at twenty 

one he became competent he knew that he could do neither but at 

least repudi乱tethe wrong and shame， at least in principle， and at 

least the land itself in fact， for his son at least: and did， thought 
he had:… 11) 

As a result， he comes to repudiate the inheritance of the McCaslin 

plantation given by his grandfather through his father and his uncle 

the symbol of the wickedness founded on th巴 landownershipand the 

slavery-and initiates his life as a carpenter. At this time he ought 

to have neglected the difference added by the race and the religion_12) 

III 

Coming to think as mentioned aboveフ wecan surely prospect the 

possibility of “hopefulness" and “salvation円 ln“TheBear" as O'connor 

and many other critics point out. The two major themes that Go 

D07..ι川 Moseshas， seem to be united in section IV of“The Bear門 when

1k巴 realizes“the spirit of the wilderness" and repudiates the inheritance. 

Are they really united? Th巴 questionnaturally comes because we 

scarcely know what life Ike lives as a carpenter and how he practices 

“the spirit of the wilderness" after he repudiates to succeed the inheri-

tance. 1t is not until after fifty years that 1ke can be said to have the 

opportunity to come in contact with the society. 

What Il王esays to the young men， Roth and Legate， in the earlier 

part of“Delta Autumn，" the one section of the novel in which the 

various themes merge and unite， is not very different from what he 

said to Cass in section 1V of “The Bear." 1ke， now in his seventies， 

talks his ideas which are supported by “the spirit of the wilderness" 

in his young days and which are not developed nor retroceded-dignity 

of love， idealistic behavior of a human being， etc. What had Ike been 
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thinking for日tyyears after he had repudiat巴d the ihheritance from 

his grandfather ?13) Roth's question “… 1 suppose the question to ask 

you is， wh巴rehavn you been all the time you were dead ?"14) is exactly 

our questlOn， too. 

The opportunity soon comes， however， when Ike can be said to 

come in contact with the real society only once. This is the point at 

which all the sequences of Go Down， Moses seem to cross， at which 

the whole pattern of this work comes out with final and absolute 

clarity. The Negi"o woman， who has bom己 anillegitimate child to 

Roth， and who is discarded by him， visits his tent to meet him 

Finally the time of trial arrives when we wonder whether the union 

of the two major themes in section IV of“The Bear" is true or not. 

We observe Ike's behavior in expectation of the two major themes 

being united. His words to the Negro woman， however， are not those 

of the man who has realized “the spirit of the wildεrn巴ss円 andconse-

quently selected the way to repudiate th巴 inheritance. If he confronted 

the real society with “the spirit of the wilderness" and as a result of 

friction reailzed something about the race problem in the course of 

fifty years， his behavior would be permitt己d. Furthermore， his words 

to the Negro woman would be a little warmer， and a little truthful. 

At the very time that we observe the completion of the terrible circle 

originated by his grandfather， we know that even Ike has fail巴d in 

cutting off that circle. Staring the palεlips， the dead-looking skin， 

and the dark， tragic and foreknowing eyes， he thinks such a marrige 

would be realized “Maybe in a thoussand or two thousand years in 

America，一.But not now! Not nowい15)and he cries in a voice of 

amazement， pity， and outrage， “You are a Nigger!" ー・ “Get out of 

here! 1 can do nothing for you! Cant nobody do nothing for you !"16) 

In these words we cannot find the五gureof a man ¥vho has realized 

“the spirit of the wilderness" and lives faithfully but has not strength. 

These words are very similar to those expressed by Ike to a Nigro in 

section IV of“The Bear." 

‘Dont you see ?' he cried. 'Dont you see? This whole land， 

the whole South， is cursed， and all of us who derive from it， whom 

it ever suckled， white and black both， lie under the curse? Granted 

that my people brought the curse on to the land: maybe for that 
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reason their descendants alone can-not resist it， not combat it-

maybe just endure and outlast it until the curse is lifted. Then 

ツ0貯 金eo金le'sturn will come because we have forfeited ours. But 

not no'U人 Notyet. Dont you see ?'17) (italics not in the original) 

Ike， the old white man， who has knotted， bloodless， thin fingers 

talks to the young Negro woman who has a fresh body signifying the 

prosperous future of th巴 Negro.

“That's right. Go back North. Marry: a man in your own race. 

That's the only salvation for you-for a while yet. Maybe a long 

while yet. We will have to wait. Marry a black man who would 

see in you what it was you saw in him， who would ask nothing of 

you and expect less and get even still less than that， if it's revenge 

you want. Then you will forg巴tall this， forget it ever happened， 
that he ever existed一円18)

That is to say， as a means to cure the pains injured by the man who 

is superior racially and socially to her， Ike advises the Negro woman 

to hurt the Negro inferior racially and socially to her. In the car just 

before he came h巴re，Ike expressed his ideas about love. With all the 

fine statements， however， he cannot recognize the dignity of love in 

the young Negro woman. He admired the Negro. He abhored his 

grandfather's guilt. As a result， he repudiated the inheritance. In 

spit巴 ofhis right behavior according to“the spirit of the wilderness" 

he can only clings to the tradition of the South when the time of trial 

has come to him. Though he cannot permit the guilt committed by 

his grandfather， he can permit the guilt of the grandchild of his cousin 

without hesitation. Referring to this matter Vickery stat目前 follows:

Even in nature and the wilderness man can be corrupted， if only 

by age and its instinctive conservatism. He denies what he himself 

called the divinity of love because the man is white and the woman 

colored.19
) 

Ike cannot get himself out of the prejudice for the Negro and only 

hides himself in the shade of “the spirit of the wilderness." 

The Negro woman， in whose body only a little black blood is con-

tained， came not to get something from Roth for the compensation of 
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not going to marriage but to see him. She does love him. However 

severe the code is in the Southern society， she cannot help doing so・

This Negro woman knows about the dignity of love far better than 

Ike， who talked to the young men about it. Ike is not what he was in 

section IV of the“The Bear，" in which by studying plantation records 

he finds many guilts committed by his grandfath巴rand deplores: 

So 1 reckon thαt was cheapι~r than s仰向g M:ツsonto a nigge:γ … 

E悦 nif M:ツsonwasn't but just two words. But there mlιst have 

been lo勺E … Somesort of love. Even what he would have called 

love: not just an afternoon' s or a night' s功ittoon.20)

And in the long discussion with Cass， Ike remarks: 

ヘ..1 am just against theωeak because thり areniggeJ・sbeing held 

in bondage by the strong just because they are white ... '21) 

'Yes. He didrγt want to. He had to. Because they will endure. 

They are better than we are. Strong巴rthan we are. Their vices 

are vices aped from white men or that white men and bondage 

have taught them: improvidence and intemperance and evasion-

not laziness: evasion: of what white men had set them to， not for 

their aggrandisement or even comfort but his ownーな2)

‘-whether their own or not or black or not. And more: what 

they got not only not from white people but not even despite 

whit巴 peoplebecause they had it alr巳adyfrom the old free fath巴rs

a longer time free than us because we have never been free-'23) 

We cannot find such an indignant youthful figure any more. The 

Negro woman answers to Ike's advice as follows: 

“Old man・・ have you lived so long and forgotten so much that 

you dont rememb己ranything you ever knew or felt or even heard 

about love ?"24) 

These words express Ike's failure properly and as Millgate states they 

are exactly the sent巴nc:eof“the ultimate failure of his life and his 

endeavour円25)to Ike. 

By repudiating the inheritance he does a personal compensation， 

However， he cannot solve the confliction in the dimension of a social 
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maロ inthe real society. 1t is very doubtful whether what he has had 

since “The Bear門 canbe said ture sincerity. Even if it is sincerity， 

.such sincerity cannot bring any e妊ectto the society. His way of life 

based on the philosophy of the wilderness is only a life of escape 

unable to adapt itself to the real society after all. As Volpe stat白

“The social man， the product of his social conditioning， is strong巴r

than the natural man， exposed and nurtured by Sam Fathers."26) 

The Negro woman goes away， having an old hunting horn， a gift 

from Gen巴ralCompson and a symbol of the old South， and all is silent 

in the tent except the noise of rain. With the chilness coming near， 

he ponders trembling as follows: 

This Delta…: This Delta. This land which mα九 hαsdeswα:mped 

and denuded αnd der士veredi，礼 twogenerations so that white符wn

can own plantations and co悦 Jnu土eevery night to MeJ，時hisaηd 

black men own plantα:tions and ride 向 jimcrow cars to Chicago 

to live in millionai;γば mansionson Lakeshore Dri.ue， where white 

悦 enrent fanns肌 d li.ue like niggers and crop on shares and li.叩

like animals， wheγ記 cottonis planted a，ηd grows 符ぬ礼ーtall切 the 

verツ cracksof the sidewalks，側正iusury側 d mortgage and bank-

7U全tcya丸d 符leasurelesswealth， Chinese aπd African and A，γyan 
and Je'w， αII breed αnd s争awntogether 混乱:tilno man has ti:官 teto 

saツwhichone is which nor cares…町

How can we admit this monologue as the words full of “hopefulness" 

and “salvation"? This is exactly the white man's voice lamenting the 

destruction of the South that he loves most. 

IV 

It is doubtless that Ike admits the wickednεS8 in the South. 

However， he does not try to mend the wickedness. He does not try 

to act the society to mend it. What is the reason of this fact? As 

Millgate suggests， “what he says is right， but what he does is wrong円お)

is quite true. It is not because 1ke is truthful and helpless， but 

because he thinks in his inner mind that he does not want to mend 

the injustice predominating the South.29) 1n “The Bear" n王e is 

thought to have realized “the spirit of the wilderness" and to have 
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got rid of the racial discrimination to the Negro. However， it is not 

so. That is to say， th巴 twomajor themes of this work which seem 

to have been united are simply juxtaposed and not united nor solved. 

In conn己ctionwith this， O'connor writes as follows: 

. th巴 themeof th巴 wisdomto be derived from the wilderness， 

even in its great prophet Ike， is merely juxtaposed against the 

theme of th巴 injusticeto the Negro.30
) 

1ke cannot permit his grandfather's behavior. He can， nevertheless， 

admit Roth's behavior， which is the same guilt as his grandfather's. 

What is the reason of this? His grandfather is a man whom he does 

not know and who lives in a distant land in tim巴. 1n other words， he 

is a man in ideality. He can punish even the white man if he is far 

from him. However， Roth is a relative living in reality. He cannot 

make him a guilty man. Things which are wrong in ideality turn out 

to be right in reality. “The spirit of the wildεrness" acquired in“The 

Bear" and his way of thinking about the Negro are， as it were， the 

products in the world of idea. Vickery states as follows: 

Because it is an escape and a desire to find personal salvation， his 

gesture of relinquishment is only superficially an atonement for 

the sin of his forefathers. ... Accordingly， Isaac's withdrawal is in 

reality an attempt to evade both the guilt of his forefathers and 

his own responsibilities. Thus， while his daily life is a humble 

imitation of Christ's， it also denies the spirit of Christ who did 

not hesitate to share in the life of men， to accept guilt， and to 

suffer immolation. 1n rejecting sin， Isaac also rejects humanity. 

Significantly， he holds himself aloof from c10se human ties;… 31) 

1n the world of “The Bear，" 1ke closes his eyes to the real society by 

repudiating the land given by his forefathers and only escapes. Such 

a behavior as his is after all a self-satisfaction. Therefore， he fails 

even in the first contact with the real society symbolized by meeting 

with the Negro woman. The virtue acquired in the wilderness cannot 

be extended to the behavior that rnends the wickedness to the Negro. 

As mentioned above， Ike's strife in Go Down， Moses is not， as 

usually said， a struggle between the individual and the society， but 
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a struggle for his own prejudice to the Negro which he cannot extin-

guish. Such a prejudice does not appear outside so far as h巴 continues

to live in seclusion with the real society. 

Thus far， we have been studying the union of two major themes 

in Go Down， Moses in connection with the movement of Ike's mind. 

As was said at the beginning， this movement of Ike's mind is namely 

the movement of Faulkner's mind. Accordingly in this work Faulkner 

may be said to have expressed his own ideas for the complex problem 

that he had been depicting in the works of the earlier period. The 

works of the earlier period， however brilliant they might be， ar巴 only

the proposition of the problem. In other words， it is only a question. 

Faulkner gave the answer to the question in Go Down， Moses. There-

for巴， Ikぶsantinomic behavior in this work might be thought to be 

an appearence of Faulkner's su丘eringmind. As Ike's failure suggests， 

Faulkner could not fInd any solution of the problem which lay in the 

South after all. This is Faulkner's unchangeable fIgure to his death 

Intruder in the Dust (1948)， in which Faulkner takes up the Negro 

problem and shows his position to it， and A Fable (1954)， in which 

Christian moral consciousness is prevailing， cannot be said the expres幡

sion of Faulkner's mind. However shining they might seem， these 

affirmative works in the later period are only the expression of the 

moral consciousness. 1t is only saying that we have a duty to do so. 

In other words， idea and fe巴lingare not united together in these works 

of th巴 laterperiod. 

When he listed up three types of men to the society， Faulkner did 

not add 1ke in the best of the three because of his nature of escape. 

1n another occasion， in 1955， when there was a revealing interchange 

in an interview， having learned from the interviewer that Ike was her 

favorite among his characters， Faulkner is said to have asked her why 

she admired him: 

INT: B巴causehe underwent the baptism in the forest， because 

he rejected his inheritance. 

WF: And do you think it's a good thing for a man to reject an 

inheritance ? 
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1NT: Yes， in McCaslin's case， he wanted to reject a tainted in-

heritance. You don't think it's a good thing for him to 

have done so ? 

WF: Well， 1 thinl王 aman ought to do mor巴 thanjust repudiate. 

He should have been more a伍rmativeinstead of shunning 
1 ~ 32) people."-' 

By these words Faulkner criticizes not only 1ke's behavior， but also 

his own. Vickery's next words: 

1t is only in his own chosen setting， role， and time that 1saac 

McCaslin can be considered a hero. Going into the wilderness 

as a young man was part of the hero's quest; remaining there as 

an aged hermit betrays a myopic view of that pattern which the 

“chosen man" must realize in his life.33
) 

are well said to Faulkner as well as 1ke. 

1n conclusion， the two major themes of Go Douけ1，Moees do巴snot 

unite together. Ike is definit巴lya failure. This， however， does not 

mean that this work is a failure. As alr巴adydescribed before， this 

is Faulkner' confession of truth not only in the time this work was 

written， but also all his life. Because 1ke is a failure， this work is 

important. Even if it is said that “1t is a kind of neurotic dream-an 

escape from， rather than an attempt to solve， the present injustice."お)

or“Ike's life is a failure， primarily because he allows himself to rest in 

negation， in repudiation， and rejects all opportunites for a伍rmation，'明

this work becomes the more brilliant as Faulkner's confession of truth 

because of Ike's failure. 
(Received May 18， 1973) 
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