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Abstract

William Faulkner claimed that his admiration for women activated his
writing. In Light in August, this point is even more evident. More specifically,
pregnant women and Milly Hines and the fraught pregnancy of Joanna
Burden not only motivates the narration but provides depth to this book.

As the representation of pregnancy encompasses complex spiritual and
socio-cultural dimensions, pregnancy in Light in August is never an unmarked
feature. Thus, it is the purpose of this paper to discuss the spiritual and socio-
cultural significance of pregnancy in this book. By applying Mikhail Bakhtin’s
theory of the grotesque body, this paper attempts to explore the significance
of the pregnant body. In addition, by examining the biblical allusion, bring-
ing in the dialectics of divinity and secularity in the cultural significance of
pregnancy, this paper analyzes the ambivalence and dialectics in the lower and
upper stratum of the human body. Moreover, by discussing the individual
significance of pregnancy in Lena Grove, Joanna Burden, and Milly Hines in
counterpoint to each other, this paper tries to relocate the significance of preg-
nancy and reveal the depth of pregnancy in the readings of Light in August.
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It’s much more fun to try to write about women because I think women are marvelous,
they’re wonderful, and I know very little about them, and so I just—it’s much more
fun to try to write about women than about men—more difficult, yes.

—William Faulkner

William Faulkner’s vision of women always played a significant role in his
works. He himself once admitted in a conference held at the University of
Virginia that his admiration for women had motivated him to write some of
his works (Bleikasten 128). The impact of his admiration for women was the
key feature in some of his most important works. As Faulkner himself admitted,
The Sound and the Fury was inspired by the mental picture of a little girl climbing
a pear tree to look in at the window of the room where her grandmother lies dead
(Wittenberg 103). Similarly, the “original idea for Light in August was the figure
of Lena Grove” (Berland 27). As Faulkner openly claimed,

[Light in August] began with Lena Grove, the idea of a young girl with nothing, deter-
mined to find her sweetheart. It was . . . out of my admiration for women, for the
courage and endurance of women. As I told that story I had to get more and more into
it, but that was mainly the story of Lena Grove. (qtd. in Bleikasten 128)

Not just women captured Faulkner’s imagination. Specifically, in Light in August,
women in the state of pregnancy sparked Faulkner’s inspiration.

If Light in August is “mainly the story of Lena Grove,” it is her pregnancy
that invigorates the novel with greater psychological depth and sensational plea-
sure in counterpointing her own pregnancy to the other two female characters
with failed or fraught pregnancies, Joanna Burden and Milly Hines. The story
begins with Lena Grove and her determination to seek the father of the baby in
her womb. However, the basic tone of the story has already been foreshadowed
before the appearance of Lena Grove. Readers are told that as Milly gives birth to
Joe Christmas, the story has already been saturated with violence and indulgence
with his power of destruction. Lena Grove’s success in pregnancy and delivery is
contrasted with Joanna Burden’s as her fraught message of pregnancy, an attempt
to breed intimacy to a fruitful result of their love relationship, only brings her
destruction. Lena Grove’s pregnancy initiates the story and casts a promising
ending and a spiritual redemption by the end of the book. On the other hand,
Milly’s pregnancy and Joanna’s failure to become pregnant create all the conflicts
and miseries that dominate the narration of the story. In a way, Milly’s pregnancy
and Joanna’s fraught message of pregnancy expose the shadows of the past, while
Lena’s pregnancy signals the route to the future.

As messages of pregnancy motivate the narration and development of the
story, readers of Light in August will discover that pregnancy in this book is never
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an unmarked feature. As representations of pregnancy in this book both en-
compass spirituality in the mundane and materiality in the divine, the theme of
pregnancy not only enriches the dialectic significance between the secularity and
divinity of pregnancy, but also suggests, if not revulsion, a dialectics between male
domination and female submission. It is the purpose of this paper to discuss the
spiritual and socio-cultural significance of pregnancy in this book by applying
Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the grotesque body, and the dialectics of divinity
and secularity in its biblical allusions. Finally, by discussing the individual signifi-
cance of pregnancy in Lena Grove, Joanna Burden, and Milly Hines in counter-
point to each other, this paper attempts to relocate the dialectic significance of
pregnancy in Light in August.

Pregnancy in Light in August

Light in August is initiated by Lena Grove’s pregnancy: she comes to the
town of Jefferson, Mississippi, secking the father of the baby in her womb. With
the help of Byron Bunch, Lena has permission from the sheriff to stay in a rustic
cabin on the outskirts of the town to prepare for the delivery of her illegitimate
child. This cabin is the focus of the stories. This is where the intertwined stories
between Joe Brown, Joe Christmas and Joanna Burden, and the disgraceful past
of the former minister, Gail Hightower take place. It is the former domicile of
Brown, Christmas and Burden and where Burden is murdered. This is the
same cabin where Byron expects the delivery of the baby, a second chance for this
cabin to witness the birth of a newborn. This is also where Byron arranges Joe
Brown, the father to the uncelebrated and unknown conception, to meet the
mother and the baby. As Joe Brown flees from the window of the cabin and
as Byron decides to quit his job and stay with the mother and baby, the story
ends with a furniture dealer’s witness of the two wanderers with the baby still in
search of a ride farther down the road into Tennessee. From this respect, Light in
August begins with the pregnancy of a woman, proceeds with past miseries of
pregnancies, and culminates with a journey of a woman after pregnancy.

Lena Grove’s pregnancy is always located at the center of the story. Al-
though the story later focuses on the reflection of Hightower and largely, on the
frustrated and alienated story of Joe Christmas, Lena’s pregnancy remains the
main concern of the story. Even when the story is diverted to the past of Joe
Christmas (such as his relationship with the Hineses and the McEacherns, his
childhood memory at the orphanage and his sexual initiation with the waitress-
prostitute Bobbie Allen), readers are consistently reminded of the expectation
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of the baby in Lena’s womb. Underneath the intertwined and shifting narrations
in the story, the pregnancy of Lena Grove continues the leitmotif. In a way,
along with Lena Grove’s innocence, candidness and will to survive, her pregnancy
activates and sustains the narration of the novel.

However, it would be wrong to assume that the leitmotif of pregnancy in
this book is one of union, promise and hope. Pregnancies in Light in August are
mostly cast with a shadow of struggle, pain and alienation. Lena’s naive and
uncelebrated conception, though a successful and productive one, is the first
indicator of the misery. By comparison, Joanna Burden’s and Milly Hines’ preg-
nancies are even more closely affiliated with desperation in pregnancy. For Milly
Hines, her miserable death in labor heralds the upcoming misfortunes of her
son and the surrounding people who failed to help. Similar to Lena’s pregnancy,
the conception of Milly results from an uncelebrated miscegenation. The sexual
liaison with the alleged mixed blood seems to forecast the calamities that accom-
pany the pregnancy. The father of the unborn baby is caught and then killed by
Doc Hines whose deliberate attempt to stop Mrs. Hines from seeking a doctor
leads to Milly’s death in labor, and the child from miscegenation. Joe Christmas
continues the hatred and destruction in his share to the next generation.

Joanna Burden’s alleged yet fraught pregnancy enhances the theme of preg-
nancy in an embittered way. The announcement of pregnancy becomes a means
for Joanna to define and control the unsettling relationship with Joe Christmas.
However, Joe not only opposes the idea of pregnancy but also abhors Joanna’s
growing dependence on their intimacy. Joanna generously offers to help Joe to
attend a black college, but when fertility turns to barrenness, her fraught preg-
nancy only turns out to provoke him. The undertone of this conflict indicates
that pregnancy is for Joanna the highest form of intimacy, but one which Joe
bluntly refuses. For Joe, the sexual relationship has become not only undesirable,
but also a form of control and humiliation. Joanna’s attempt to control the rela-
tionship is regarded by Joe as a threat and humiliation to his dominance in their
relationship. The failed attempt at fertility in their relationship only breeds its
destruction.

In comparison to Joanna Burden’s death in barrenness and the pregnancy
of Milly Hines that breeds destruction and hatred, the pregnancy of Lena Grove
and later delivery of the baby forecast the redemption of past miseries. For women
who fail to perform maternal functions, such as Milly Hines and Joanna Burden,
Lena’s pregnancy is the second chance to sweep away past misfortunes and
decadence. For men who fail in reproduction, such as Gail Hightower who fails
to assist a black woman in labor, Joe Christmas who performs only unproductive
sex, and Byron who never performs sexually, Lena’s pregnancy is the second
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chance for empowering the life force. With the birth of Lena’s baby, the same
cabin that was satiated with past miseries of childless sex and murder is now
bestowed with the prospect of the catharsis of past sins.

The characterization of Lena Grove is vital for our understanding of Lighr
in August. Her pregnancy not only launches the story but also bestows it with
cultural and religious significances. It is through the comparison with other
female characters in this novel that the character of Lena Grove is endowed with
the capability of fertility. It is also through the comparison with other female
characters that Lena Grove becomes the embodiment of life power. While Joanna
Burden embodies infertility with her menopause and fraught pregnancy and while
Milly Hines designates impasse and inertia under the brutality of male force, Lena
embodies the power of reproduction, and in a way, redemption.

Divinity on the Implacable and Immemorial Earth

The conception of pregnancy and, if successfully taken into form, birth, are
in many ways deeply associated with spirituality, divinity and religion in the sense
that pregnancy is the beginning of all forms of creation. This part of the paper
seeks to explore the religious significance in pregnancy in Light in August. By
designating the religious inference in pregnancy either in the naming of the title
of the novel or in the making of biblical allusions to Mary and Joseph, Faulkner
foreshadows the divinity of pregnancy out of “the implacable and immemorial
earth,” as quoted from Faulkner’s depiction of the town of Jefferson in Mississippi.

J. Robert Barth, S.]., in his study of the rapport between Faulkner and
theology, claims: “there is the problem of the mixture of religious traditions that
becomes evident on a careful reading of Faulkner” (“Religion” 7). A reading
of Light in August unveils the same problem between literature and theology in
terms of the religious implication, and, most profoundly, in the theme of pregnancy.
It is with the word “light” from the title of the novel that I would like to start with
my argument. The word “light” is implied with the meaning of birth and
creation from its etymology. In the definition given by the Webster’s Third New
International Dictionary, light contains the meaning of “something that gives life
or individuality to a person” or “to deliver of a child” (1308). Therefore, this
simple yet complicated word, “light,” is used to suggest multiple meanings, one
being, an implicit meaning of the reproduction of lives. From a theological
perspective, the word “light” implies a strong biblical affiliation in the sense of
God’s creation of the world: “And God said, Let there be light: and there was
light” (Genesis 1:3). At the utmost level, the title of the novel, Light in August,
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indicates a religious significance; as light forecasts the creation of being, the title
of the book seems to promise the readers a rich alignment with religion.

Either from the perspectives of the biblical allusion or from the etymology,
the title of this book is deeply aligned with the significance of birth and creation.
It is from this perspective that I would suggest a reading strategy in this paper: to
read this novel as a book based on the theme of pregnancy. Women in Light in
August symbolize the quiet, immemorial, life-giving quality, that is, the maternal
quality of reproduction. Following this religious perspective, I would suggest
a parallel between the pairing of Byron Bunch and Lena Grove, awaiting the
coming delivery of the baby, with Joseph escorting Mary as they await the birth
of the Son. The following passage quoted from the Bible depicts Mary as a preg-
nant virgin:

Now the birth of Jesus Christ was on this wise: When as his mother Mary was espoused

to Joseph, before they came together, she was found with child of the Holy Ghost.

Then Joseph her husband, being a just man, and not willing to make her a public

example, was minded to put her away privily. But while he thought on these things,

behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, thou son

of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that which is conceived in her

is of the Holy Ghost. And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name

JESUS: for he shall save his people from their sins. . . . Then Joseph being raised from

sleep did as the angel of the Lord had bidden him, and took unto him his wife: And

knew her not till she had brought forth her firstborn son: and he called his name
JESUS. (Mat 1:18-25)

A parallel of a couple awaiting the coming delivery of a child not coming from
their sexual liaison is cast in Light in August as Byron Bunch escorts Lena Grove
to the town of Jefferson. The parallel is in many ways dissimilar to that of Mary
and Joseph, since Faulkner should have no intention or interest in adhering to
the biblical story. However, it would also be a vital mistake to ignore or dismiss
biblical parallels as the mixture of religious traditions in his creation is already
an unmarked feature in Faulkner:

That was Sunday night. Lena’s child was born the next morning. It was just dawn
when Byron stopped his galloping mule before the house which he had quitted not
six hours ago. He sprang to the ground already running, and ran up the narrow
walk toward the dark porch. He seemed to stand aloof and watch himself, for all
his haste, thinking with a kind of grim surprise. . . . The door was not locked. Ap-
parently he knew that it would not be. He felt his way into the hall, not quiet, not
attempting to be. He had never been deeper into the house than the room. . .. Yet
he went almost as straight to the right door as if he knew, or could see, or were
being led. “That’s what he'd call it,” he thought, in the fumbling and hurried dark.
“And she would too.” He meant Lena, lying yonder in the cabin, already beginning

to labor. (Faulkner 392-93)
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The parallel holds some similarities. Both pairs are expecting the baby not
from inter-marital sex; both pairs are moving to expect the birth of the baby,
one to Jefferson, the other to Bethlehem. Both pairs are receiving the baby
in some shabby places: one in a rustic cabin, the other in a stable. As sex has
traditionally been the basic concupiscence, both pairs are endowed with a certain
air of chastity. Biblically, chastity is emphasized in the pregnancy in virginity:
“To a virgin espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David;
and the virgin’s name was Mary” (Luke 1:27). As Joseph espouses Mary to ex-
pect the birth, Joseph is keeping away from “knowing,” a familiar euphemistic
biblical wording known as “intercourse.” As in Light in August, chastity is high-
lighted in the near chivalrous and rigid justness of Byron Bunch’s devotion. The
list of allusions extends as the town sheriff approves of Lena Grove’s staying
at Miss Burden’s house for the delivery of the baby, and Byron intends to stay
in a camp outside the house, as a gesture to prove his alibi in the production of the
child. In Light in August, there is no sexual affiliation between Lena Grove and
Byron Bunch.

It is plausible that Faulkner does not simply blend the mythic figures for his
own use. In his application of these mythic figures, he augments the allusive
figures with his literary talent. In Faulkner’s “private purposes” of perverting
and subverting allusive figures, he elevates his characters to a higher level of
aesthetic values by adding some authentic flavors. In the characterization of
Lena Grove, Faulkner does not just satisfy himself by staying at loose biblical
parallels. The following section of this paper is devoted to analyzing the interplay
of the mundane and the divine in the representation of Lena Grove’s pregnancy.

Secularity in the Divine

It is arguable that Faulkner may or may not intend to draw Biblical allusions
in his works. However, it is evident from the works that Faulkner does not adhere
faithfully to the religious allusions but turns them to his use. It is more evident
that in Faulkner’s switch to the religious allusions, a more creative yet meaningful
ambiguity is created as the divinity cast upon Lena’s pregnancy is not only
endowed with psychological and moral complicity but is also intertwined with
a counterpoint of divinity and secularity.

André Bleikasten argues that Lena Grove in Light in August turns out to be
“a mythic figure” of “the primal mother or earth goddess” (131). In his discussion,
Lena Grove is the embodiment of Helen of Troy. In comparison, Lena and Helen
are both loaded with mythical connotations of the brightness of light. As Lena
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is aligned to the word “light” in the title of the book, the word Helen contains
the same implication from its Greek mythology. However, Bleikasten also argues
that Faulkner does not merely manipulate the allusions, nor does he merely
downsize his character to the prototypical flatness. “Myth and fiction belong to
different cultural registers,” as Bleikasten argues about Faulkner’s uses of allusions,
“whenever a novelist uses mythic figures and mythic patterns, it is to pervert and
subvert them for his own private purposes” (131-32).

In his celebrated book, Love and Death in the American Novel, Leslie Fielder
observed that Faulkner is populating his fiction with mammies and white
women who fall into one of two cartoon-like categories: “great, sluggish, mindless
daughters of peasants, whose fertility and allure are scarcely distinguishable from
those of a beast in heat; and the febrile, almost fleshless but sexually insatiable
daughters of the aristocracy” (321). In short, there are two types of female char-
acters in Faulkner’s world: the admirable women and the despicable women.
Fiedler’s remark is illuminating but reductive. As it is true that most of the
female characters in Light in August can fit into the two categories as charged,
the stereotypical distinctions of these two categories are too simple to fully
elaborate our understanding of Faulkner’s works. For the female characters
in Light in August, there are some palpable elements that transgress the binary
comparison between the estimable category of “daughters of peasants” and that of
the desirable “daughters of the aristocracy.” Similarly, as Faulkner depicts his
female protagonist in the novel, he is surpassing the level of stereotyping the hero-
ine into any one of the fixed categories; as Faulkner draws the biblical allusion to
Mary, he is highly aware that he is not just satisfying himself by creating another
female saint.

Although the image of a pregnant woman traveling to a place to give birth
to an unborn child with an escorting male figure alludes to the biblical story of
the birth of Jesus Christ, the connection is loose and full of ambiguities. In the
biblical description, the chastity of Mary and the loyalty of Joseph are emphasized:
“And knew her not till she had brought forth her firstborn son: and he called his
name Jesus” (Mat 1:25). Joseph and Mary are elevated to a higher level of chastity:
as for the Virgin Mary, “for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost”
(Mat 1:20), and as Joseph, “fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife” (Mat 1:20).
However, the virtue of chastity is not the emphasis in Faulkner’s creation of Lena
Grove and Byron Bunch. An obvious example is the description of Lena Grove
which is either presented in a mixed hue of allusive divinity and worldliness or
endowed with a strong sense of corporeality and banality. In the first chapter of
the book, descriptions of Lena coming to town are provided with an epidemic air
of physical coarseness and secularity:
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She had never even been to Doane’s Mill until after her father and mother died, though
six or eight times a year she went to town on Saturdays, in the wagon, in a mailorder
dress and her bare feet flat in the wagon bed and her shoes wrapped in a piece of
paper beside her on the seat. (Faulkner 3)

Nothing in the descriptions of Lena Grove would provide any suggestion to
any figure of chastity. No resemblance of sainthood is visible from this figure
traveling with “a mailorder dress” with her “bare feet” sitting on the wagon. Later
in her stream of conscious reflection on her dead parents, the mundane touch
is again pressed even harder:

When she was twelve years old her father and mother died in the same summer, in a
log house of three rooms and a hall, without screens, in a room lighted by a bugswirled
kerosene lamp, the naked floor worn smooth as old silver by naked feet. (Faulkner 4)

Images of the naked feet again enhance the mundane atmosphere, this time with
an earthly image of bugs swirling around the lamp. Later, when Lena is found
pregnant for “her changing shape,” she is scolded by her brother in the name
of wantonness and filthiness: “He called her whore” (Faulkner 6). In contrast
to the virtues of Virgin Mary, Lena Grove is tainted heavily with the secular
markings of a “whore.”

After Lena Grove decides to flee from the house of her brother, she climbs
through the window to search for the man with the name of Lucas Burch. Here,
as she climbs through the window, the things she brought further imply her air
of secularity:

She carried a palm leaf fan and a small bundle tied neatly in a bandanna handker-
chief. It contained among other things thirtyfive cents in nickels and dimes. Her
shoes were a pair of his own which her brother had given to her. They were but slightly
worn, since in the summer neither of them wore shoes at all. When she felt the dust
of the road beneath her feet she removed the shoes and carried them in her hand.

(Faulkner 6-7)

Besides the nickels and dimes she carries, the shoes in her hand and her
bare-footed walk only enlarge the mundane air of Lena Grove. Faulkner keeps
building around his description of Lena Grove on the image of foot: Lena is
described either as her shoes “unlaced about her ankles” or as shoes removed “with
her feet in the shadow ditch” (Faulkner 7). Later, as Lena comes into Jefferson
town in a wagon: “She wears no stockings. Her bare feet rest side by side in
the shallow ditch. The pair of dusty, heavy, manlooking shoes beside them are
not more inert” (Faulkner 11). The mundane air in Lena is as bare and naked
as her feet.

In laying out both the secularity in the divine and the sublimity in the
mundane in the characterization of Lena Grove, a self-dialectic combining and
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activating of two different even contrasting qualities form in the same character.
In the complicity of the dialectic of secular and earthly elements in pregnancy,
Lena Grove provides an opportunity to examine the dialectics of the pregnant
body in the sense that pregnancy is one of the ultimate experiences when a con-
vergence of lives occurs and the transformation of body shape and proclivity are
bluntly witnessed.

Dialectics of the Body

Reflections of the body have been a major concern and a site to provoke
debates in recent development of cultural theories. It is often held that our
conceptions of the body are not only representations of the corporal physicality,
but also reflections inevitably endowed with sentiments of culture, gender,
class or race. Faulkner’s claim to be inspired by women is true in that there are
indeed plenty of descriptions of the female physicality of the body that discloses
traces of sentiments of culture, gender, class and race. In this sense, to bring in
the significance of the body may hopefully shed new light on the readings of
Faulkner. To continue the notion of coexistence of secularity in the mundane
and vulgarity in the divine, a look into Mikhail Bakhtin and his theories of gro-
tesque bodies may help to enhance the interplay of physicality and spirituality
in the pregnant body and to elaborate the dialectic inclination of pregnancy in
Light in August.

Mikhail Bakhtin raises his conception of the grotesque in his discussion of
the carnival and works of Francois Rabelais. By examining the popular humor
and folk cultures in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, especially during
the period of carnivals as depicted in the works of Rabelais, Bakhtin raises his
theory of the carnival and grotesque bodies. In Bakhtin’s analysis, the carnival and
grotesque bodies are indispensable to each other. During carnivals, banquets and
feasts laughter is used to ridicule the ruling class and the dominant values
of society. Laughter is also used to ridicule dominant social values and the con-
ception of the human body. Bakhtin thus indicates the tendency of “exaggeration,
hyperbolism, excessiveness” (303) of the attributes of the grotesque images to
subvert current social standards during the carnival. It is with the affiliation of
body and food, body and laughter, body and excrement, body and reproduction
that the images of the grotesque enlarge the attributions and undermine the exist-
ing social order and hierarchy: “the grotesque symposium does not have to respect
hierarchical distinctions; it freely blends the profane and the sacred, the lower
and the higher, the spiritual and the material” (285-86).
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To associate Bakhtin’s analysis of grotesque bodies with our reading of
Light in August does not suggest that the social atmosphere that encircled the
Middle Ages and the Renaissance is still relevant in our time or in the time of
Faulkner’s writing. Those social sentiments that activated the carnival and the
bureaucratic manipulation that repressed the carnival are no longer rampant
and valid in our time, or in Faulkner’s. However, we may still find traces left by
the carnivals in many aspects. In a way, we may find astonishing amounts of
similarities between the grotesque bodies in Bakhtin’s and in Faulkner’s works.
The impact of carnivals in the Renaissance may not be explicit in influencing
Faulkner in his creation. Although there is no direct evidence that Faulkner is
writing under the influence of the Renaissance’s conception of the body, it may
shed some light on the relocations of the pregnant female body and the grotesque
figure imbued with animal inclinations as well as images of eating. It is from this
aspect that Bakhtin’s theory of the grotesque will introduce more possibilities into
a reading of Faulkner.

Among all the celebrations of the carnival, the grotesque image of the body
and its lower stratum are the most eye-catching features generated in the festive
atmosphere. Bakhtin’s concept of grotesque bodies begins with what he terms as
“grotesque realism” in which the physical aspects of the body are vividly depicted
and enlarged. During the carnival, the bodily material principles are highlighted
so that images of the lower stratum play a predominant role. It is with the primal
necessity of wantonness, desire and excrement that motivate the lower stratum
of the body at “a strongly emphasized bodily level of food, drink, digestion, and
sexual life” (20). In Bakhtin’s analysis, celebration of the lower stratum of the
human body provides opportunities of “degradation,” that is, “the lowering of all
that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract” into the material level of “earth and body”
(19). In this sense, the notion of degradation may include “acts of defecation
and copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth” (Bakhtin 21). Exaggerated
sentiments on its food, drink, defecation, sexual life and reproduction offer the
dominant theme in interpretations of the grotesque bodies.

Among the lower bodily material functions that Baktin notes, the popular
festive sentiment culminates in the devouring and swallowing at the banquet.
As eating and drinking are among the most significant manifestations of the
grotesque body, Bakhtin explains, the physical transgression and interaction
with the world is materialized in the movements of swallowing and devouring,
in the rending of the world apart while enriching onself at the world’s expense. It
is through the bodily function of eating that “man tastes the world, introduces it
into his body, makes it part of himself” (281). It is also in the joyful, positive and
liberating eating encounter with the world that the man not only “triumphs over
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the world” (281) in erasing the limits between the eater and the world and
in turning it to his own advantage, but also oversteps “the confines between the
body and the world” (282).

A most striking resemblance in Bakhtin’s discussion of the grotesque body
and the characterization in Light in August can be found in the eating imagery.
In Light in August, the traveling mother feeling a spasm in her womb leads the
reading to another level of corporal significance: the divine maternal nature is
tinted with a hue of physical functionality:

She begins to eat. She eats slowly, steadily, sucking the rich sardine oil from her fingers
with slow and complete relish. Then she stops, not abruptly, yet with utter completeness,
her jaw stilled in midchewing, a bitten cracker in her hand and her face lowered a little
and her eyes blank, as if she were listening to something very far away or so near as to
be inside her. Her face has drained of color, of its full, hearty blood, and she sits quite
still, hearing and feeling the implacable and immemorial earth, but without fear or
alarm. ‘It’s twins at least,” she says to herself, without lip movement, without sound.
Then the spasm passes. She eats again. The wagon has not stopped; time has not

stopped. (Faulkner 29)

The mixed up feelings of a young pregnant girl waiting in expectation and
anxiety level off the biblical allusive divinity in Lena Grove. Here in this description,
Faulkner does not just give Lena a secular act of eating, “her jaw stilled in
midchewing,” but also adds with an air of mundane anxiety, her face “drained
of blood.” The image of a pregnant woman eating lavishly is somehow similar
to the physicality emphasized in Bakhtin’s notion of the grotesque body. The
essential maternal nature of fertility, conception and reproduction is indicated
here, as Lena hears and feels “the implacable and immemorial earth.” This feeling
of “the implacable and immemorial earth” is similar to what Bakhtin argues as
the physicality and functionality of the lower stratum of human bodies. The
physical unfitness and nausea in pregnancy and her good appetite in “sucking the
rich sardine oil from her fingers” remind the readers of the vulgar nature and
female physicality of the lower stratum of this country girl’s body.

Bakhtin acclaims not only a topographical resituation of the physical body
but a formation of duality in the shaping of body. As Bakhtin analyzes the image
of pregnant death in Rabelais’ works, he notices the duality in the theme of
“birth-giving death” (352), for example, in the death that renews the earth’s
fertility and the birth of Pantagruel that causes his mother’s suffocation. This
theme of the pregnant death presents continual repetitions and variations of topo-
graphical body images. In this sense, the entire world order could be shown as
a pregnant and regenerating death revealed by the two-faced Janus to address

to the dual-bodied object and the dual-bodied world.
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The correlation in the duality in the grotesque body may be found in the
allusion of Lena Grove to Virgin Mary, as the combination is disposed of both
a duality of divinity and down-to-earthiness. It is evident that Faulkner used
the biblical story to enrich this duality of divinity, as J. Robert Barth claims:
Faulkner only uses “the Christ story mythically” (“Epilogue” 218). Or, as Huatt
H. Waggoner’s study shows, Light in August contains “a theological ambiguity
and moral one” (133). It is indeed not just the application of biblical allusions
that meets satisfaction in Faulkner’s writing and our reading. Behind the rich
textures of allusions, there exists more cultural and moral complexities in the
allusive divinity of the “the implacable and immemorial earth.”

The ambivalent makings of the grotesque body suggest the difficulty in
defining its materiality. If there is anything affirmative about the grotesque body,
it is the ambivalence of its definition; the form of the grotesque is ambivalent,
its significance is ambivalent, and the body’s status and form are also ambivalent.
In Bakhtin’s words, the grotesque “is a body in the act of becoming. It is never
finished, never completed; it is continually built, created, and builds and creates
another body” (317). From this perspective, the grotesque body is presented within
the confines of the body and the outer world. It is also within the confines of the
body that the grotesque body of the carnival turns out to be most effective and
subversive.

Bakhtin’s usage of degradation and regeneration, however, does not carry
merely a destructive or negative perspective. The acts of degradation proposes
turning the emphasis from the embodiment of reason, soul, pureness, spirit and
ideal of the upper stratum of the human body to that of materiality, excess,
wantonness, desire and fertility of the lower stratum. Bakhtin celebrates the
topography turning upside down mainly for two reasons. Firstly, it is the material
bodily lower stratum that shows much more potential in being productive.
In Bakhtin’s analysis, the lower stratum of the material body “gives birth, thus
assuring mankind’s immortality” so that the lower stracum is “mankind’s real
future” (378). Secondly, Bakhtin sees the subversion of topography as an oppor-
tunity for a better social order; in the temporary subversion of social order, Bakhtin
is also proposing an ideal of the renewal of social values or of a more democratic
social order. As Bakhtin claims,

This gesture and the words that accompany it are based on a literal debasement in

terms of the topography of the body, that is, a reference to the bodily lower stratum,

the zone of the genital organs. This signifies destruction, a grave for the one who is

debased. But such debasing gestures and expressions are ambivalent, since the lower

stratum is not only a bodily grave but also the area of the genital organs, the fertilizing

and generating stratum. Therefore, in the images of urine and excrement is preserved
the essential link with birth, fertility, renewal, welfare. (148)
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While the subversion of the upper and lower stratum of body would level the
previously held vertical hierarchy of mind over body, even a temporary one, a
more ambivalent and democratic relevance is revealed. In this sense, the degrada-
tion in the grotesque body contains not a destructive but a generative inference.
Also in this sense, the degradation is not only a mockery of the dominant values,
but also an opportunity for regeneration. This is why Bakhtin suggests a chal-
lenging inclination in the grotesque body, and why a new cycle of dialectic is
in sight as the forces from the lower stratum of the human body propose a sub-
stantial though temporary subversion: “all who are highest are debased, all who
are lowest are crowned” (383), or “the substitution of the top by the bottom and
of the face by the buttocks” (375).

What is relevant in Bakhtin’s reading of the grotesque body to my interpre-
tation of pregnant bodies in Faulkner’s Light in August is the idea of ambivalence
and dialectic, as both key notions bear significance in ongoing transformation
and subversion. As the grotesque body, as well as social order and hierarchy in the
carnival, is entitled to perversion, so too is the pregnant body in Faulkner’s works.
No physicality of the human body stands for a non-transferable significance,
as does the pregnant body. Besides, no physicality of the human body could be
defined as normal and claim another abnormal. It is with the notion of ambiva-
lent significance of the body that this paper is about to apply to the reading of
Faulkner.

A Dialectic Reading of Pregnancy

Faulkner scholarship holds consensual agreement in reading Faulkner with
structural oppositions. Several Faulkner scholars seem to agree with the strategy
of structural opposition in reading Faulkner. Some analysts argue that Faulkner’s
stories are based on a structural opposition between black and white, men and
women, or between the world of masculinity and femininity. From this aspect,
this structural confrontation is a recurring theme in Faulkner’s novels. Such a
confrontational theme also occurs in Light in August, as Cleanth Brooks indicates,

Indeed a basic theme in Light in August is man’s strained attempt to hold himself up
in a rigid aloofness above the relaxed female world. The struggle to do so is, as Faulkner
portrays it in this novel, at once monstrous, comic, and heroic, as the various charac-
ters take up their special postures (68-69).

Similarly, as Harold Douglas and Robert Daniel discuss the structure of Faulkner’s
novels, they seem to agree that the “double, contrasting structure typifies many
of Faulkner’s best novels” (46). Patricia McKee suggests the world of Faulkner’s
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creation is one set on the whiteness against black, and is therefore, a “theater
of Whiteness” (124). Joseph W. Reed also raises a similar notion of narrative
structural orders and disorder: “the whole is clearly greater than the sum of its
parts” (63). This is yet another claim approving the recurring and contrasting
theme in Faulkner’s work.

Still for some critics, Faulkner’s novels offer a setting for men to struggle
with both the earth and women. The complicated feelings of men towards
the earth are equivalent to their mixed feelings for women. As Philip C. S. J.
Rule claims,

For Faulkner, life depends on the fundamental experiences which can be reduced to

man’s struggle with the earth; the hatred, fear, and love which prove a man in his

relationship with a woman are paralleled by the hatred, fear, and love born of his
struggle with the thorn and thistle-infested soil. (100)

Similarly, Eric Gary Anderson suggests that Lena is a Madonna/Earth Mother
type within a larger context of environmental realism because men are presented
with “blood, environing and violence” working together “ecologically” in Light in
August (30). In Anderson’s coinage of “environing,” the term involves “an ag-
gressive physicality that (often) emphasizes the strangeness of blood-soaked
places” (30). This interpretative perspective is also rooted in the belief of
structural opposition between men and women. Life in Faulkner’s world is
predominantly a struggle in which men would have to struggle against the earth
and women. Here in Light in August, this structural opposition is further en-
hanced with a new element, the earth, for a richer texturality. However, in
Anderson’s reading, the new element is compressed to fit into the structural op-
position between men and women.

Some critics even claim to find the binary opposition among the female
characters. Diane Roberts, in applying Bakhtin’s theory of the classical body and
the grotesque body, sets up her analysis of binary understanding of Faulkner’s
female characters. Roberts aligns the Confederate women, the white upper-class
southern women with the classical body. On the opposite end of the hierarchy,
the black subservient women are associated with childbearing, child rearing, labor
work, sexuality and other basic bodily functions and are therefore categorized
as the Mammy. Roberts’s categorization provides a constructive interpre-
tation; however, even she admits that her representations of women are set in
the binary model.

While these readings are conducted on a presumed structure of opposition,
neither Brooks, Douglas, Rule, nor Anderson direct their readings outside the
assumption of the structural opposition between men and women. Although
their readings furnish Faulkner’s heritage, the complexity and texturality in
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Faulkner’s world of Yoknapatawpha is somehow reduced. I fear that these com-
ments on Faulkner are not able to propose a reading on a fair ground, which will
fully elaborate the complexity in Faulkner’s works. The basic assumption of the
above-mentioned criticisms of Faulkner mainly comes from the theme of the
contrasting duality between man and woman. However, such a reading strategy
would possibly simplify the complicated and rich texture of Faulkner’s novels.
A reading strategy like this runs a risk of reducing the abundance of texturality
into a dichotomy.

Martin Kreiswirth compares the narrative structure in Faulkner’s novel to
Bakhtin’s notion of the “polyphonic” in the sense that “all of [Faulkner’s] works
are structurally discontinuous, technically fragmented, and composed of diverse,
almost self-contained parts” (56). Faulkner’s handling of units of narrative dis-
course is “multiple and dynamic rather than singular and fixed” with his writing
skills of “juxtaposition, parallelism, montage, and counterpoint” (56). It is there-
fore more plausible to read Faulkner in a “contrapuntal method” or “dialectical”
Way.

In Light in August, the relationship between men and women are not taken
merely as a series of confronting themes where men always take the upper hand.
It may be true that the relationship between Joe Christmas and Joanna Burden,
Mr. Hines and Milly, or even between Joe Brown and Lena, are embodiments
of confrontations, distortions and conceits. However, the pattern of confronta-
tion may not be viable for the relationship between Lena Grove and Byron Bunch,
or between Lena Grove and Gail Hightower.

Besides the structural opposition between men and women, Faulkner
also weaves in a complex set of confrontations and struggles even among char-
acters of the same gender. Relationships between women, such as that between
Lena and Mrs. Hines for example, may turn out to be as treacherous and men-
dacious as the relationship between men and women in this novel. As Gail
Hightower comes to help Lena, the drowsy Mrs. Hines who mistakes Lena for her
late daughter, Milly, shows an air of brutality which is also seen in other male
characters:

She looked up at him [Gailtower], crouching over the child. Then he saw that her
[Mrs. Hines] face was not stupid, vacuous. He saw that at the same time it was both
peaceful and terrible, as though the peace and the terror had both died long ago and
come to live again at the same time. But he remarked mainly her attitude at once like
a rock and like a crouching beast. (Faulkner 397)

The usage of the beast image is an evident example to prove that Faulkner
does not hold a structural opposition between men and women. If there are
negative implications from the beast image, the negative air is shared both
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by female and male characters. The metaphoric language used to describe Mrs.
Hines would be somehow compatible with other male characters, such as Joe
Brown. When asked to meet Lena Grove and the newborn baby, Brown firstly
makes up lies for not sending for Lena. Later, as he catches the chance to run
away through the window, he is depicted with an amphibious image as escaping
through the window “in a single motion almost like a long snake” (Faulkner 432)
or that he is “the snarling and malevolent breathing of a fleeing animal” (Faulkner
433). Although the menace of beast images comes from both female and male
characters, some of the most intense struggles happen between the same gender.
The assumption of structural opposition based on gender may be problematic
as characters in Faulkner’s novels share similar makings of brutality and back-
wardness regardless of their gender.

Thus, the rich texturality of Faulkner’s narrative skills, along with the com-
plicated presentation of his characters, intensifies the enjoyment of reading Light
in August. Meanwhile, the psychological ambiguity and depth of the characters
also add more flavor to the reading. Theologically or morally speaking, Light
in August is an ambiguous story. The ambiguity in the makings of characters and
the interchangeable misery of the being in Light in August would lead to a dialectic
reading of this book. Any reading based on a simplified dichotomy, such as man
reigning over women or the mind putting the body under its sway, would take the
risk of leveling the multiple textures of this book. It is not even plausible to
classify women as the oppressed just because female characters all share a life of
bitterness. Likewise, it is not even persuasive to cluster male characters under the
catalogue of the oppressor as they are subject to uses of force. A reading, which
is liable to open up the rich textures of Faulkner, would possibly serve the pur-
pose to elaborate fully the rich texturality in Faulkner’s novels. Also, a strategy of
dialectic reading may serve this purpose.

As Barth suggests, while “women are the wellspring of life; they are also the
root of evil” (“Epilogue” 217). This approach to analyze further readings would
possibly build up a new way for reading Faulkner: the confrontational reading
proposed by the seemingly dichotomized reading of male and female is about
to be replaced by a dialectic reading of the makings of these characters, genders,
and their interactions. It is at this level of significance that the pregnant female
body implies chances for subverting or at least disturbing the male dominance.
As the fixed definition of male physical dominance over female vulnerable
submission is radicalized, as even the vertical order of the upper part of the body
is overturned by the lower part, as the physical features of the body are now trans-
formed as a grotesque body, so that the body politic fixed on a dualistic opposi-
tion between man and woman is now prepared for change.
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Although Brooks claims “a basic theme in Light in August is man’s strained
attempt to hold himself up in a rigid aloofness above the relaxed female world”
as this paper quoted above, he also concedes that, “Faulkner uses Lena to confirm
an ideal of integrity and wholeness in the light of which the alienated characters
are judged” (72). Or as Bleikasten claims, in Light in August, Faulkner tells “a
story full of sound and fury set against a background of pastoral stillness, a tale
of darkness fringed with light” (128). Both correctly indicate the dialecticism
in Faulkner’s worlds: women are situated in relation to men, to the pastoral
background, to the interactions among other characters. Women and men are
not merely pigeonholed into the dichotomy of structural opposition; the signifi-
cance of those characters breeds from their relative position in the counterpoint.
The theme of alienation and concomitant is set in counterpoint to that of the
return to the community. The theme of Lena Grove’s pregnancy, similarly, is set
in counterpoint to other pregnancies in the book in illustrating her significance.

Judith Bryant Wittenberg claims that “perhaps for any novel written by
a man in the early twentieth century,” Light in August is among the few that
contains “an unusual number of references to physiological processes such
as menstruation, childbirth, and menopauses” (119). Such an acclaim is not
only a confirmation to the craft of Faulkner, but also to Faulkner’s admiration
for woman. What is more significant in this remark is that the “female physical-
ity” is not just superficial description or affection, but is related to the more com-
plicated presence of the female. Although there is much evidence to suggest the
oppression of female characters in Light in August, each female character responds
in different ways to exalt those oppressions. In Wittenberg’s words, Faulkner’s
female characters finally integrate “the masculine and feminine in positive and
heartening terms” (121). In Light in August, the integration of masculinity and
femininity ends with a seemingly happy ending with Lena and Byron continuing
their journey.

If Lena Grove is endowed with the “nature or fertility of goddess” as some
critics say (Waggoner 128), then, all the theological virtues in Lena become mean-
ingful and plausible only in comparison to other female characters in the book.
In the case of Joanna Burden, herself already the embodiment of the female out-
cast as spinster living in the outskirt plantation house of the town, her status
located at the female marginality is further enhanced with a corporal and carnal
affiliation. Joanna Burden’s overt sexuality that highlights the innocence of Lena
Grove:

Now and then she appointed trysts beneath certain shrubs about the grounds, where

he would find her naked, or with her clothing half torn to ribbons upon her, in the
wild throes of nymphomania, her body gleaming in the slow shifting from one to
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another of such formally erotic attitudes and gestures as a Beardsley of the time of
Petronius might have drawn. She would be wild then, in the close, breathing halfdark
without walls, with her wild hair, each strand of which would seem to come alive like
octopus tentacles, and her wild hands and her breathing: “Negro! Negro! Negro!”
(Faulkner 260)

If the divinity in Lena Grove is leveled with the inclination to include detailed
affiliations with naked feet and manlike shoes, then, in Joanna Burden, a strong
yet horny allusion to the Greek mythological figure of Medusa is suggested.
While Lena Grove turns to rural platitude from the divine allusion to Mary,
Joanna is tainted with detailed corporeal descriptions in her wild hair, “each
strand of which would seem to come alive like octopus tentacles,” in the ob-
scene and ferocious affiliation to the image of “octopus,” not to mention the
corporeal call in her wild breathing: “Negro! Negro! Negro!” In Joanna Burden,
a mixture of sexuality and wantonness is vividly conveyed. Moreover, it is in
contrast to Burden that the chastity and innocence in Lena Grove are somehow
kept intact.

The representation of Milly Hines also highlights another prototype of
female victimization in counterpoint to Lena Grove. As Milly is pregnant with
the man from the circus and her father notices her changing shape, Doc Hines has
seen “the womansign of God’s abomination already on her, under her clothes”
(Faulkner 374). The hatred and religious paranoid in Doc Hines turns him into
a violent oppressor of his own daughter. Doc Hines calls his daughter’s pregnancy
as “God’s abomination womanflesh!” (Faulkner 373) or “walking shape of bitchery
and abomination already stinking in God’s sight” (Faulkner 374). He even turns
violent in physically abusing his own daughter. As in Mrs. Hines’s reminiscence,
Milly is now depraved of her esteem or any joy or glory of becoming a mother;
Milly is now only wretched for violence and abuses:

I could hear Eupheus’ feet and then Milly’s feet, and they come on down the hall to the
door and Milly stood there with the rain on her face and her hair and her new dress all
muddy and her eyes shut and then Eupheus hit her and she fell to the floor and laid
there and she didn’t look any different in the face than when she was standing up.

(Faulkner 376-77)

Milly’s misery does not end until she dies in labor, right in front of the helpless
mother and observing father. After Doc Hines hits his wife with the barrel of
a shotgun and stops her from finding a doctor, they both stay in the house
and witness Milly’s death. In contrast to Doc Hines’s demonic brutality and Mrs.
Hines’s ennui and frailty, the description of Milly makes her a form of vulnerable
corporality: Milly becomes the hopeless victim lying on the butcher’s chopping
board, welcoming all the menace and abuse. Only the face that doesn’t “look any
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different” keeps for herself the last piece of dignity.

Conclusion

Bleikasten argues in his article, “in Light in August, as in most of Faulkner’s
novels, that the individual and the collective are inextricably entangled” (“The
Closed Society and Its Subjects” 82). The reciprocity of the individual and the
society assumes an intertwined and dialectic relationship. No one is outside any
human bondage and obligation; no one is outside the reach of the dialectic
cycle of interactions. In the world depicted in Light in August, the drive for inter-
acting is always with and within the characters.

Three female characters with pregnancy or the fraught message of pregnancy
in Light in August indicate a dialectic reference to three prototypical female figures.
Namely, in Lena Grove, the allusion to Virgin Mary is implied; in Joanna Burden,
the slut in wanton; in Milly Hines, the hopeless in suffering. Each figure remains
individual in their fate and apart from each other’s influence. However, the
significance of the female body never comes alone. Pregnancy and womanhood
cast upon them a symbolic linkage that makes the significance of each figure in
counterpoint to the others.

Even pregnancy occurring to different characters is bestowed with sig-
nificance in counterpoint to others. For Lena Grove, pregnancy motivates her
to launch her journey of searching, a journey to look ahead for a hope. For Milly
Hines, the untold message of pregnancy brings her disaster to end her own life
while evoking the misery of the new life. However, for Joanna Burden, the fraught
pregnancy, a seeming punishment to her lechery and wantonness, also breeds
violence against herself.

The variations in attitudes towards pregnancy begin with beliefs about the
cause of conception, which can express meanings and values central to the be-
holders and identities of a culture. In Light in August, the attitudes and identities
are proved to be drastically different. And the difference comes from not only
Faulkner’s arrangement of their fates, but also from the readings in counterpoint
to related female figures.

It is not just among female bodies that Light in August shows a process of
dialectics; it is also within a single female body, between the upper and lower part,
that a dialectic is materialized. The maternal corporality in the lower stratum of
the female body is inflected with different perspectives and social functions. For
the purpose of reproduction, an air of chastity is cast upon the lower part, in the
sense that a new life is given and the past sin is redeemed. For the purpose of
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lecherous satisfaction, an air of wanton sexuality is also cast upon the lower part.
For perpetuating hatred and violence to women, an air of invulnerability and
inertia is cast upon the debased physicality of the female body. The social and
physical function of the maternal corporality is again blurred and ambivalent.

Similar to Bakhtin’s notion of degradation in the grotesque, the emphasis on
the physicality of the human body does not carry merely a destructive or negative
perspective. The acts of degradation propose turning the emphasis from the
embodiment of reason, soul, pureness, spirit and ideal of the upper stratum of
the human body to that of materiality, excess, wanton, desire and fertility of the
lower stratum. With the comparative study of the three female characters in Light
in August and the depictions of beastly images of both male and female characters,
the ambivalence in the human body seems conspicuous and constructive.

Thus, my strategy of reading in counterpoint aims to explore in greater
depth and ambiguity Light in August. For individual characters such as Lena
Grove alone, the allusions to Mary are also multiplied and enriched with a
counterpoint of both divinity and secularity. For the three female figures of
Lena Grove, Joanna Burden and Milly Hines, readings in counterpoint are help-
ful in shedding light on their affiliated fates. Readings in counterpoint of the
three female figures provide a way to explore the complexity and ambiguity of
divinity on the “implacable and immemorial earth.”
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