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Woman is the source and sustainer of virtue and also a prime source of evil. She can be either; because she is, as man is not, always a little beyond good and evil. With her powerful natural drive and her instinct for the concrete and personal, she does not need to agonize over her decisions. There is no code for her to master, no initiation for her to undergo. For this reason she has access to a wisdom which is veiled from man; and man’s codes, good or bad, are always, in their formal abstraction, a little absurd in her eyes . . . 1 
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n William Faulkner’s “As I Lay Dying,” all roads lead to Addie. As Diane York Blaine aptly observes: “The title informs us that this is her story.”2 It is very surprising, then, that Addie, the center of the novel, was so slight-ed by the lack of criticism regarding her from the first half of the century. The reason for this is self-reflexively connected to Addie’s dilemma in the book. Just as Addie is unable to define herself through anything but words that rep-resent the oppressive patriarchal society to which she is opposed, early criti-cism only evaluated her in these terms, focusing less on Addie’s first person narrative, and more on what other characters in the novel (the men) had to say about her. However, the changing social and political tides of the 1960’s and 1970’s gave rise to feminist criticism, which was at least partially able to break out of the patriarchal infrastructure, and evaluate her under a new set of values, giving new insight into her character, and thus, to the novel as a whole. 

There is a conspicuous lack of early criticism regarding Addie’s function in the novel. It is possible that critics felt less need to discuss her character sim-ply because of her physical absence from a vast majority of the story. Addie narrates a significantly shorter portion of the novel than the rest of the Bundren family (only one chapter, in fact), and her death occurs well before the story’s conclusion. For these reasons, earlier criticism evaluated Addie not as an individual, but in relation to the other members of the Bundren clan, specifically, the men. Overall, Addie’s importance to the novel was grievously underestimated by early critics such as Edwin Muir, who observes: 

We are told far more about Addie Bundren’s corpse . . . than about herself . . . The most interesting character is the corpse, not in its former incarnation as a human being with feelings, affec-tions, and a soul, but simply in its dead, or rather gruesomely alive state . . .3 
Just as Anse is unable to discern the difference between words and acts, Muir is unable to recognize Addie in anything but a symbol, defined by the physi-cal presence of her dead body. 

Other critics were more overt in their patriarchal assessments. James Burnham sternly commented on the theme of un-romanticized sex in the novel. Dewey Dell and Addie are seen as guilty of this charge; their rejection of maternity as a consequence of sex deems them unnatural, contributing to the theme of “moral nihilism”4 that pervades the novel. Thus, early criticism, still largely dominated by conservatively patriarchal conventions, condemned Addie and Dewey Dell as social deviants for their rejection of the traditional role of mother. 

The criticism regarding Addie that emerged in the late 1950’s seems to be characterized by a greater sense of balance. Her moral character, and its oppo-sition to conventional patriarchal values is still called into question, but is tempered by the theory that this indirectly contributes to any amount of ulti-mate goodness that emerges from the story. Edward Wasidenk, for example, asserts that Addie is motivated by a desire for revenge, but duly notes that this is a conventional characteristic of many literary heroes.5 
In this early-middle criticism there also emerged a firmer elucidation of the theme regarding the incongruence of word and act. In her criticism of this topic, Olga W. Vickery reflects: 

Any experience—love, marriage, motherhood, bereavement— can be either an intensely felt reality or a mere conventional form of speech. . . The ritual of the word attempts to impose an order and a significance on experience, while the ritual of the act allows them to emerge from it . . . 6 
In this vein of criticism, word and act are seen as mutually exclusive, neces-sary to each other in order to facilitate a complete meaning. Vickery is one of the first critics to overtly connect this theme with the characters of Addie and Anse, who are respectively symbolic of “the two polar opposites of action and words which must be meshed together if their relationship is to be meaning-ful.”7 Despite this insight, however, the critic fails to take the next step, to then connect these opposing themes specifically with female and male gen-ders, a trend that starts to appear in the middle to late criticism. Nevertheless, Vickery is astute in seeing beyond the physical words of earlier critics that were used to identify Addie, and to thus realize her greater importance to the novel in spirit: “It is Addie not as a mother, corpse, or promise but as an ele-ment in the blood of her children who dominates and shapes their complex psychological reactions.”8 This observation is symbolic of the realization that contrary to earlier criticism, which slighted Addie’s importance in its brief and peripheral account of her, she was now beginning to be seen as a central and overarching force in the novel. 

In the early 1960’s, a greater amount of criticism was written that gave more careful consideration to the ambiguous nature of gender representations in the novel. Cleanth Brooks suggests that Addie and Anse have, in effect, switched gender roles. Anse is seen to have the “profound inertia that Faulkner usually associates with women,”9 and Addie is masculinized in her stubborn insistence “upon the heroic and impractical gesture”10 of her burial in Jefferson. This argument, however, is undermined by his assertion that Addie is “completely feminine to the extent that she expresses herself in and through her children. She has fulfilled herself in breeding up and nursing the children whom she is forcing to become heroes.”11 Brooks makes the mistake here of assuming that in becoming a mother, Addie is fulfilling herself rather than the standard which patriarchal society (and biology, of course) sets for her. His concluding assessment of her “disguised idealism”12 is both condemning and redeeming, characteristic of his argument on the whole: 

Addie is indeed a destructive force, but she is responsible for whatever of heroic temper the Bundrens receive. She is a wicked woman, if you like (certainly a woman who has been warped and perverted), and she uses her energies for questionable purposes, but the lady Macbeths and Medeas—to name more celebrated and august members of Addie’s sisterhood—have all been such mixed cases . . .13 
During the same time, Dorothy Tuck offered an analysis of Addie that pro-vided a closer examination of her feminine identity in relation to various sym-bols in the text, vastly of a natural or animal variety. She interprets Vardamann’s conception of his mother as a fish, to symbolize fertility, and Jewel’s association of her with a horse, as a symbol of sexuality.14 Tuck’s argu-ment is a synthesis of several elements that have already appeared separately in earlier criticism, namely the discourse between word and act, and the analy-sis of natural symbols pertaining to the female identity: 

Like the road that crosses the land, like the acts that cleave to the earth and do not rise up like words, Addie is permanently hori-zontal, wearing her wedding dress as a symbol for her perpetual bridehood, the repeatedly ravished and ever-virgin mother . . . 15 Despite Tuck’s innovations in her overt analysis of female symbols, she fails to assert that all of these symbols are those which are imposed upon Addie by men, and are thus inherently patriarchal, which is precisely the mode of criti-cism that she is attempting to defeat in her argument. 
Criticism of this sort continued to emerge throughout the 1960’s, but then tapered off again in the early 1970’s, during which time very little criticism was written concerning Addie. Whether it was because of the Vietnam War, Watergate, or disco, Faulkner’s portrayal of poor white Southern womanhood just didn’t seem to garner as much interest as it had in the previous decade. However, in the early 1980’s, critics returned yet again to Addie, examining her in contexts both old and new. 

Melvin Backman took the road less traveled, and opted for biographical and historical criticism. In the biographical sense, Addie is interpreted as a manifestation of the problems in Faulkner’s own life. While Faulkner was writing “As I Lay Dying,” he worked nights at a power plant to pay the bills for him and his wife, Estelle Oldham (his own ‘violation of aloneness’), whom he had married in June of 1929.16 Backman thus views Addie as emblematic of “the conflicting demands of life and art, Faulkner’s double heritage, love and sex (especially as experienced in incest), death and salvation.”17 The critic then takes his biographical account of Faulker (and the psychological conclu-sions from which he infers), and compares it with that of Nathaniel Hawthorne: 

Both authors lived in the shade of their ancestors, felt bound to them by destiny and kinship, yet felt restraint to them in their own individual spirit. However, it was only when these two writ-ers returned to their roots that they found their true subjects and authentic voices. . . 18 
Backman then uses this connection to explain the characters of Hester and Addie as the authors’ manifestations of their own personal dilemmas: 

So it was that Hawthorne and Faulkner created a Hester Prynne and an Addie Bundren: strong women isolated in body and spir-it from their communities, impelled to love, to sin, and finally, to atone. The women do what the men, Darl and Dimmesdale, can-not do: they save themselves by losing themselves, Hester in Pearl, Addie in Jewel. . .19 
Overall, Backman makes some compelling connections between Hawthorne and Faulkner, but his argument becomes strained in his desire to provide a consistent framework into which parallels between the authors, works, and characters all fit, leading to a distortion and over-generalization in his analy-sis. For example, his claim that Darl lacks the ability to ‘save himself by losing himself’ is untrue, for in losing his mind at the end of the novel in order to escape reality, is this not similar to what Addie does? 

Other critics took a more progressive stance in regard to Addie, reversing many of the negative interpretations of Addie’s resistance to conventional societal norms. For example, critics like Brooks had previously interpreted the theme of isolation as a psychological malfunction termed as “a loss of com-munity.”20 Robert J. Kloss conversely argues that isolation as it pertains to Addie is “sacred, not negative.”21 Moreover, whereas Burnham indicted Addie for her resistance to maternal duty, Kloss glorifies her for it, characterizing it as “a protest against the containment of women’s sexuality through the threat of maternity.”22 The earlier criticism worked under the assumption that a woman’s maternal function was paramount, whereas her purely sexual identi-ty was only of marginal importance. In the 1980s, following the so-called sex-ual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, the focus shifted to examine women in a more exclusively sexual nature, giving rise to the predominantly feminist criticism of Addie in the last decade. 

Feminist criticism, despite some extreme exceptions, is not an abrupt departure from most of the criticism that preceded it. Feminist critics contin-ued to examine the same themes of the incongruence of word and act, but deepened the argument by clearly connecting it to the patriarchal ideologies that lurked beneath the surface. Diane Roberts, for example, stands on the shoulders of her critical predecessor Vickery in her analysis of words and deeds, but broadens her argument by making direct connections between these themes and their corresponding genders. She states that language is man’s invention, and that motherhood is thus “a male construct, designed to contain women in an unreal role.”23 Thus, the critical tables have been turned, in that motherhood, previously signifying the epitome of female identity, is in Addie’s case in direct opposition with it. 

As an upshot of the continuing debate over language, many feminist crit-ics opted to use the blank space in Addie’s narrative as the central symbol for their arguments. Minrose C. Gwin says that “her woman’s voice and woman’s desire emerge out of that space, resisting the image of the phallus, the lan-guage of the father and its appropriate gestures, the symbolic authority of the word.”24 Diana York Blaine echoes this idea, suggesting that the space func-tions to give Addie “room to move within the confines of a naming and lin-guistically bound patriarchy”25 
One of the most recent, and in my estimation most comprehensive analy-sis of Addie’s character comes from Mark Hewson, who provides, in addition to his own commentary, a survey of previous critical responses, which he uses as a springboard for his own argument. He discusses a broad range of criti-cism, among them David William’s classical recognition of Addie as Demeter (Dewey Dell is associatively seen as Persephone),26 Doreen Fowler’s theory that she commits “matricide,”27 and Jill Bergman’s depiction of Addie as “a woman who embodies the incommensurability of sexuality and motherhood.”28 Hewson argues against these interpretations, each implicit of the fact that “Addie’s positive identity as a mother to and a role model for her children is denied.”29 Hewson reiterates, then innovates the depiction of Addie as a fall-en epic hero that appeared in earlier criticism, identifying her as the “active force in their [the Bundrens’] lives, teaching them to combat the oppressive and ultimately negative philosophy of the patriarchy in the book.”30 The traditional hero in literature is often used to perpetuate epic qualities of bravery and valor, qualities that are decidedly masculine and patriarchal. Hewson instead argues that Addie’s heroism is ironically implemented to usurp the patriarchal dynasty with which it has been traditionally associated. 

A clear-cut interpretation of Addie is impossible to divine due to Faulkner’s modernist rendering of the character, wherein symbols and metaphors rarely align themselves into one cohesive framework. As in life, the realities and meanings of one individual and his or her perception of reality are as vast and countless as the motes of dust that rise from the road to Jefferson. In the end, this ambiguity proves more enthralling than frustrating, and as a woman, pos-sessing the feminine wisdom that stretches beyond male-constructed realities of good and evil, I would rather embrace the chaos than attempt to define it. 
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