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Exposing William Faulkner’s Worldview Within As I Lay Dying 

 William Faulkner is a highly regarded writer, as he exposes the truth behind the nature of 

poverty, death, and the cycle of life. Throughout many texts and novels, the themes of death, 

dying, poverty, and life cycle reveal meaningful universal experiences that all people can relate 

to worldwide. As I Lay Dying, one of William Faulkner's most beloved and controversial stories, 

uncovers the truth behind the nature of life, even as people see it today. In William Faulkner’s As 

I Lay Dying, the story invokes deeper insight into Faulkner’s worldview through the use of the 

coffin symbol, the interior monologues showing people's perceptions versus truth, and the way 

that social class impairs their family. By the story's end, people can see how Faulkner truly sees 

the world and how it affects people today.  

 As I Lay Dying is a story about a family mourning the loss of their mother, Addie, and 

notable universal themes people relate to even today. It presents fifteen varying perspectives on 

what happened, who she was, and the journey that they endure before they ultimately bury her. 

Each character presented builds upon the last and alters the perception of what has happened to 

them. Ultimately, Addie is buried in her hometown after a tumultuous journey, and the family 

moves on (Faulkner). Some of the main themes presented include the impermanence of life, the 

power of perception versus reality, and contrasting views on birth and death. Many of these 

themes invoke readers to think more critically about the meaning of life, the cycle of life, and 

how people can manage their challenges, especially about poverty. One of the most important 
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symbols is the coffin, which relates to the burden of death and the heavy weight of losing a loved 

one.  

 The coffin itself is essential to understanding As I Lay Dying, as it helps to reveal how 

Addie's family responds and deals with her loss. One of the most significant passages that help to 

explore this theme is when Cash is sitting next to his mother, laughing, which is an odd 

juxtaposition, but it helps to show the burden of death, and the weight one's memory carries. His 

positive response is meant to demonstrate a dichotomy of how people deal with grief. “Sitting 

back there on the plank seat with Cash, with his dead ma laying in her coffin at his feet, 

laughing” (Faulkner, 130). Cash’s response is meant to be odd and memorable but also crucial 

for outlining how Addie's death affects everyone differently. Regardless, her memory lives on in 

each of her family and friends, especially when looking deeper at their interior monologue to see 

their true thoughts.  

 Aside from the coffin, the interior monologues are an authentic look into the thoughts of 

those around Addie. However, it also demonstrates the remarkable capacity that perception must 

significantly alter the truth of the situation. Many characters involve the reader heavily in what 

can be considered their stream-of-consciousness interior monologue. Several passages reveal the 

epiphanies and insights that people have had over their entire journey as they begin to think more 

about more profound aspects of life and what the meaning of it truly is. In one passage, the 

interior monologue becomes significantly heavy with questions about their existence, who they 

are, and how they know who they are. Regardless of the speaker, this is a consistent element of 

the story through and through. “I don’t know what I am. I don’t know if I am or not. Jewel 

knows he is…Yet the wagon is, because the wagon is was, Addie Bundren will not be. And 

Jewel is, so Addie Bundren must be. And I then must be…” (Faulkner, 32). As demonstrated in 
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this passage, it is a critical point and one that likely makes the reader think about the nature of 

life for themselves. However, even with the deep philosophical discussions, there is always the 

ever-present theme of Faulkner's critique of social class that helps to thicken further the 

challenges they face, as well as the questions they have about the meaning of life and death. 

 The last aspect of As I Lay Dying reveals the impact of social class and the theme of their 

challenges, as they are constantly exposed to injustice and unable to relieve themselves from the 

cycle of poverty. In many sections of the story, Faulkner makes it apparent to the reader that 

Addie's family and friends cannot have a better life, which is deeply rooted in their extreme 

poverty. For example, in one section, the comparison between the rich and the poor is evident, 

and Addie's family suffers more because of their lack of financial power and status. “’She ought 

to taken them,’ Kate says. ‘But those rich town ladies can change their minds. Poor folks can’t’” 

(Faulkner, 100). When Kate makes this comment, the social classes are inevitably invisibly split, 

forcing the family to expose themselves to further challenges just based on their income and 

position socially. As a result, this allows people to see the worldview fully, further understanding 

some of William Faulkner's pessimism towards specific ideas and challenges in the world, even 

now. 

 Based on the information presented, it is evident that William Faulkner's worldview is 

based on these elements, as it is pretty negative compared to what people might have expected. 

With grief, loss, and existence the significant themes of this book, one could infer that William 

Faulkner's expensive reach and broad audience allow people to see the trends and challenges 

they face as related. Grief and the meaning of life are ever-present in the world that people see 

today, just as within As I Lay Dying. Based on the book, one could argue that his worldview 

engages in a few ideas, including the existence of the poverty cycle, the fact that death troubles 



LASTNAME 

 

4 

some, that social classes limit people's success, and that perception, regardless of its intention, 

destroys the truth. However, for this essay, these themes are demonstrative of even modern 

world connections, allowing readers today to appreciate what Faulkner presented, even with such 

dire views of the world that people live in today.  
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